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The End of Postcommunism
Trade Unions in Eastern Europe’s Future
David Ost
Hobart and William Smith Colleges, Geneva, New York

Following a long period in which labor in Eastern Europe had been marginalized, often
with unionists’ complicity, five conditions now favor revival: survival imperatives of
the union bureaucracy, incorporation into the European Union, emerging international
solidarity, a new generation of workers, and the end of postcommunism in the firm, or
the dismissal of unessential workers. This article focuses on subjective factors: union
officials’ own misgivings about unions in the postcommunist era and their revived
interest now that they no longer need to defend the unskilled. Yet three factors work
against union revival: ideological (continued distrust of unions), organizational
(plethora of small firms), and structural (location in the global economy). Labor is
likely to remain weak, with a few stronger unions emerging that are more elitist, male,
“producerist,” and less class oriented. Legacies continue to be the major problem, but
in a twist, the problem today is the legacy not of communism but of postcommunism.

Keywords: labor; postcommunism; trade unions; industrial relations

Postcommunism is over. The grand effort to transform a state socialist economy
into a market economy has been completed. While its long-term prospects are

unknown, the privatization of the economy, the breakup and rationalization of the
old state firms, the disciplining of labor, the creation of a class system—these grand
historic projects have been accomplished. Postcommunism began to decline around
the beginning of the century, and died with the 2004 accession to the European
Union. Postcommunism is dead. The global economy is here.1

The aim of this is to explore the consequences this transformation has had for
labor, particularly in the manufacturing sector. I argue that after over a decade in
which both workers and organized trade unions had been humbled and marginalized,
often with unionists’ own conscious complicity, things began to change early in the
new century. Today’s generation of union officials is more eager than its predeces-
sor to defend the interests of those on the job. But this is far from a return to, or a
new embrace of, a recently radical past. Today’s emerging unionism is much more
elitist—male and “producerist”—than the region’s previous unions. It also faces
severe obstacles to its growth, for the damage done to the labor movement in the
immediate postcommunist period has proven quite durable, perhaps enough to
thwart any revival before it happens. As in the past, the obstacles it faces are due to
problems of legacy. But in a twist from the old story, today’s obstacles are due to the
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legacies not of communism but of postcommunism, particularly its pro-market sen-
sibilities and its peculiar insertion into the global economy.

Postcommunist Union Decline

Before we turn to the basis for union revival, let’s look at the facts and factors
leading to its decline. Trade unions fared poorly in postcommunist Eastern Europe.
Everything about them declined: their membership, workplace authority, collective
solidarity, sectoral diversity, enterprise responsibilities, and political influence.2

While it was obvious that basic factors such as union density would drop in the after-
math of communism, when membership, except in Poland, was essentially universal
(not just because the Party required it but because unions were chief suppliers of
social benefits), the level and pace of decline has been astounding. Today, unions
have been largely marginalized both in the workplace and in politics.

How bad has the damage been? In 1995, union density in the EU-10 (the ten
countries that joined the European Union in 2004) was still much higher than in the
old EU-15: 42.7 percent for the new countries, compared to 31.0 percent for the EU-
15. Six years later, in 2001, EU-10 density dropped by more than half, to 20.4 per-
cent, beneath the level of the EU-15, which declined only slightly to 27.3 percent.3

In the following years, the situation got even worse. From 1995 to 2004, density
dropped in Hungary from 63.0 percent to only 17.0 percent; in the Czech Republic,
from 41.0 percent to 22.0 percent; in Slovakia from 57.0 percent to 31.0 percent; in
Poland, from 33.0 percent to 17.0 percent. In the Baltic republics, meanwhile, union
density ended up even lower.4

These density numbers disguise the depth of the problem in manufacturing, for
they reflect a labor movement dominated by public sector employees, particularly in
health and education, and a precipitous drop in unionism in the private industrial sec-
tor. Indeed, most new private manufacturing firms, especially smaller ones, are
union-free. By 2002, 70 percent of Hungary’s trade unionists, 71 percent of
Slovakia’s, and nearly 77 percent of Poland’s unionists worked in the public sector,
with most of the rest working in privatized as opposed to new private firms.5 The
rule, troubling for the very future of trade unionism in the region, is that union rep-
resentation has gone down as the private sector goes up. Andras Toth, for example,
notes the “drastic deunionization” of the private sector in Hungary in the mid-1990s.
Management in formerly state-owned but now privatized firms became increasingly
antagonistic to unions, withdrawing consultation rights and making it difficult to
organize, while new private firms took an openly aggressive stance. In just two
years, the country’s largest union saw its membership drop from 1.2 to 0.5 million.6

Where unions exist and negotiate collective agreements, these contracts tend to do
little more than reaffirm what is already in the official labor code. One study in

 at University of Birmingham on January 25, 2009 http://eep.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eep.sagepub.com


Poland found that bargaining with management accomplished so little that few
employees were even aware they had a collective agreement.7

Industrial relations in the public sector is not much better. While the state has not
tried to bar unionism there, it has typically not negotiated in good faith. Instead, col-
lective bargaining tends to be a meaningless affair, with ministries setting the terms
and unions protesting, or not, to little effect. The tripartite bodies that exist in all the
countries, urged on them by the European Union long before accession, have dealt
mostly with public sector negotiations, but the results have been so poor, with gov-
ernments often presenting unions with fait accomplis not open for discussion, that
unions in the Czech Republic and Poland have often boycotted them. Far from rep-
resenting an empowering neocorporatism, tripartite negotiations have served mainly
to provide symbolic cover for neoliberal transformation.8 Private employers in tri-
partite bodies, meanwhile, do little negotiating at all, due to the fragmentation of
employer associations and the desire to weaken unions. In recent years, almost all
tripartite boards have fallen into disuse. Even the Kaczyn′ski government in Poland
from 2005 to 2007, which came to power in large part thanks to union support,
refused to open serious negotiations.

Does union strength matter for workers’ well-being? The argument that it was not
necessary was pervasive and widely accepted in the immediate postcommunist period,
when the romance with the market was at its peak. The evidence, however, is that
today’s market economy is rife with just the kinds of abuses that strong unions would
be likely to combat. Take “self-employment,” a euphemism for forcing employees to
resign from their position and set up as an “independent contractor.” In this arrange-
ment, the “former” employees do the same work as before, but with neither security
nor benefits, thus forcing them to work longer hours in less-safe conditions. By the late
1990s, “self-employed” was the fastest growing job category in Poland. Because this
entails the setting up of an independent firm, the statistics showed a remarkable growth
of the private sector, which economists and foreign newspapers presented as evidence
of great success. But as one journalist put it, “what in the statistics looks like an erup-
tion of entrepreneurship is often just a violation of work rules.”9 Among the “self-
employed” who have been forced to set up their own “firms” are construction workers,
tram drivers, X-ray technicians, cashiers, and even primary school teachers. For
employers, this is a way to save on payroll taxes, avoid long-term contracts, and, as
with the X-ray technicians, get around costly safety rules requiring limited work hours
(since the hospital is now dealing with “independent contractors” who can do with
their bodies as they please, but who may not be “contracted” again the next day if they
balk at management requests). It is also, of course, a way to avoid dealing with unions.
In 2003, 24 percent of all employees in Poland were self-employed, with 17 percent in
the Czech Republic and Lithuania and 13 percent in Hungary. Although in the former
EU-15 self-employment is concentrated in the farming sectors of the southern
countries, in the East it is widespread in the commercial and service sectors, providing
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employers a way to save money and wiggle out of their remaining labor obligations.10

In companies that do not choose this path, and where formal contracts still apply, large
numbers of contracts are given on a fixed-term, rather than open-term, basis, which
heightens both the insecurity and docility of the workforce.

Working time, meanwhile, is longer in the East than the West. In 2004 about 38
percent of workers in the EU-10 worked over 45 hours per week, compared to 21
percent in the EU-15.11 Overtime is widespread, and not only is much of it involun-
tary, but much of it is not even compensated as such. According to the European
Commission, “More than 70 percent of workers in Poland do not receive any addi-
tional remuneration for overtime.”12

What accounts for the weak position of unions in Eastern European manufacturing?
Factors familiar from accounts of globalization and technology change certainly apply.
Large manufacturing firms radically reduced their workforce, competitive pressure
pushed owners and managers to cut labor costs, and the plethora of small private firms
at a time of high unemployment discouraged potential union organizers. But reasons
like these—the decline of large manufacturing, global competition, the increase of
small firms, the computerization of the work process that leads to an erosion of class
identity—are present throughout the world. If the decline in labor in the East is so
much more dramatic than in the West, other factors clearly must be at work. This arti-
cle looks closely at the subjective factors, all legacies of the communist era. For one of
the most striking findings of those who have studied postcommunist unionism con-
cerns the beliefs and attitudes of union officials in the manufacturing sector. Unions
were marginalized not only by the global economy and pro-market state policy. They
also played a key role in their own decline. Most union officials in the first postcom-
munist years believed not only in the necessity of market reform, but believed, con-
trary to the Western European experience of which they were largely unaware, that
market economies, and private firms in particular, work best without much union
involvement.13 In many cases, this led them to be remarkably blasé about building up
their own unions. This disinclination had many sources: the association of trade unions
with the communist era, naïve hopes in and lack of experience with a free market econ-
omy, fatigue with universal representation (making unionists reluctant to recruit
others), and the special perceived interests of skilled workers, who tended to be union
leaders, and unskilled workers, who made up most of the rank and file. These factors
made unionists reluctant to try to build up their unions, which allowed the negative
tendencies due to global economic factors to cascade in a downward spiral leading to
a veritable union collapse. Unionism declined so dramatically in manufacturing in
large part because it did not have many proponents committed to building it.

These attitudes were strongest in Poland, for even though the Solidarity trade
union was so strong, by 1989 it had become almost exclusively an anticommunist
movement, with its activists seeing union activity through this ideological prism. Yet
the situation was similar elsewhere in the region. Indeed, the only countries where
there was any active significant trade union activism in the wake of the communist

16 East European Politics and Societies

 at University of Birmingham on January 25, 2009 http://eep.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eep.sagepub.com


collapse were Hungary and Bulgaria. Here, however, the exception proves the rule:
the union organizing was being done by new unions with an explicitly political
agenda. Liga in Hungary and Podkrepa in Bulgaria both modeled themselves on
Solidarity. They sought members not so they could protect workers in the workplace,
but to build support for the anticommunist political forces to which they were allied.
(In Poland, as just noted, since its allies were now in power, Solidarity stopped orga-
nizing; these two unions trying to be like Solidarity needed to start organizing, pre-
cisely in order to help their political allies.) As the old system eroded, however, and
their allies did obtain opportunities in power, these unions cut back on organizing.
Most of their original leaders moved on, or back, to liberal politics. As for the suc-
cessor unions to the former official ones, these were quiescent too, as their new
leaders (usually individuals who had been second or third tier in the past) also
became supporters of market reform. They did so partly because they saw such sup-
port as demonstration of their “democratic” bona fides, and partly because they too
got swept in the enthusiasm for change and believed they could benefit from it.

To be sure, unskilled rank-and-file workers in the old communist factories liked
unions because they wanted protection. But in the postcommunist East it was almost
entirely skilled and more highly educated workers who headed unions in the large
manufacturing plants. This was true for the former communist unions, since the
Party had always relied on moderately educated, middle management types to be
union representatives. And it was true for the independent, anticommunist unions,
whose activists tended to be skilled, ambitious workers who rejected the nomen-
klatura system and sought upward mobility.14 None of the postcommunist unions, in
other words, were created or run by the kinds of workers (unskilled) who most
needed unions to protect them from the negative effects of market reform. Instead,
they were run by those who believed they had an interest in reform, and who thought
unions would be an obstacle every bit as much as the new market elites did.15

Nowhere, in other words, were there vital pockets of unionists—or, for that
matter, intellectuals—who strongly believed that unions should be important institu-
tions of the new civil society. Unions became weak and quiescent in the postcom-
munist era not because they were repressed by the new capitalist system, as many
Western leftists like to believe, and not because workers were treated well by the new
system, as Western conservatives like to believe, but because union leaders largely
agreed with the policies aimed at weakening them.

During the postcommunist era, unions lost prestige, resources, and voice. Prestige
was the first to go, for communism’s strong association with labor—less by its formal
glorification than its commitment to large, sprawling factories—made everything con-
nected with it seem passé after 1989. The new elites and media promoted a new para-
digm championing individual achievement, entrepreneurial freedom, white-collar over
blue-collar work, and the importance of creating a propertied class. Of course, the
communist-era cult of the proletariat had already been on the wane, jettisoned by late
communist elites who tried to legitimize themselves on grounds of technical expertise
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rather than class origin.16 But it had persevered symbolically to the extent of making
labor protests the most powerful way political oppositionists could express themselves.
Trade union activism thus figured prominently in the 1989 anti-regime mobilizations
in Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Russia and performed the coup de grace in
Czechoslovakia. Regime conservatives, of course, used the same symbolism: when
Polish authorities declared martial law in 1981, or when anti-Gorbachev plotters
briefly seized power in the abortive Soviet coup ten years later, they each claimed they
wanted only to “defend the achievements of the working class.”

And so the new regimes, after 1989, denigrated the cult of labor any chance they
got. Newspapers ran endless columns on “free market” ideas and business etiquette,
lauded individuals who quit their jobs and started their own firm, quoted neoliberal for-
eigners on the need to break up the “socialist factory” system through massive layoffs
and the introduction of individualized pay and bonus systems. Virtually overnight,
trade unions began to be seen by the new dominant culture as something retrograde,
an obstacle on the road to a healthy “transition.” Elizabeth Dunn, who worked for over
a year in a privatized Polish factory, shows how production-line workers got coded by
the new management as inferior and inflexible, regardless of the creative and
extremely flexible work they actually did. “This view of the workers as unthinking—
or incapable of thought,” she writes, “permeated the production process.”17

Associating trade unions with the outmoded past allowed the attack on union
resources to proceed quickly. Resources here refer to the material or cultural assets
that an organization disposes, and the various kinds of capital—economic, social, and
cultural—that it can deploy to its advantage. High membership, automatic dues pay-
ments, enterprise payment of union activists and bureaus, factory newsletters, trained
activists, links with political and intellectual circles: these are some of the union
resources that were adversely affected by postcommunism. Universal membership
with firm-collected dues payment has everywhere been abolished. Some countries
still mandate company payment of union officials, provided the union surpasses a
threshold membership level, but this is under attack. Unions can still publish a factory
newsletter, but because they often have to pay for it themselves, they do so less, with
membership decline likely to accelerate this trend. As for capable activists, only the
independent and thus oppositionist unions ever had those, as the former official ones
were staffed with administrators charged with maintaining firm discipline. After
1989, however, the opposition unions lost most of those activists to government and
business posts, with those staying in the union often more intent on selling market
reform to their members than defending members in the face of the reforms.

Postcommunism also saw a drastic decline of union voice in the workplace. The
new deferent mold was cast in the first months of the postcommunist era, when
unions, contrary to the fears of reformers, accepted not just the massive cutbacks, but
the view that reform was largely an elite affair in which workers and unions would
not play an important role. Unions accepted authoritarian and secretive management
styles, without collective bargaining, transparent wage or bonus policies, or even

18 East European Politics and Societies

 at University of Birmingham on January 25, 2009 http://eep.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eep.sagepub.com


basic observation of labor law. They tolerated new “human resources management”
practices that ignored rank-and-file input, even when the latter knew such practices
were often hurting the firm. Management consultation with unions was either rou-
tinely ignored, even where mandated by law, or routinized in such a way that man-
agement preferences prevailed regardless of what unions thought. The desuetude of
the tripartite councils was thus only the crowning stamp of a process that had been
happening at the workplace for years.

Basis for Union Revival after Postcommunism

It is then, we might say, the subjective factor—or as Gorbachev used to say, the
“human factor”—where legacies proved so destructive to postcommunist trade
unionism. Unions didn’t mobilize on behalf of workers because unionists didn’t
believe in unionism. A counterargument claiming that they did believe in unionism
but thought that reforms were necessary in the short term, or that they “recognized”
that protest would do no good at the present time, would be beside the point. For sur-
vival, organizations need to engage in self-promoting symbolic activity all the time.
Entrenched trade unions regularly speak up even for lost causes, or for causes that
their members believe in even when their leaders do not, in order to keep the orga-
nizations thriving and members mobilized. But not much of this happened in the
postcommunist East. Legacies were crucial here.

Around the turn of the century, things began to change. In firms where unions had
become moribund, union leaders got more excited about their work, committed to
helping their members. More young people have become interested, beginning to see
unions not as old-fashioned organizations affiliated with the ancient regime, which
was their aura in the early 1990s, but as organizations they can fashion to defend
their own interests in a market economy that they seen as normal. Unions have even
begun recruiting efforts in the new private sector. In Poland, both Solidarity and
OPZZ, (a communist successor union) which until then had been excessively
engaged in politics—sometimes bringing governmental posts to activists but little
rewards to regular members—each formed special sections devoted to organizing
private-sector employees, from retail workers to security personnel. In short, the sit-
uation is not quite the same as it was a short decade ago.

In the rest of the article, I try not just to explain these changes, but to suggest what
they mean for the future. I argue that while the changes are significant, the legacies
of the recent past are likely to keep unions from maximizing their advantages. What
we will see is a double irony. First, one of the chief reasons why so many unionists
did not want to be unionists in the postcommunist era—because of their attitude to
the workforce—is what makes them want to be unionists today. Yet, second, it is pre-
cisely the pattern they established as unionists in the postcommunist era that makes
it difficult to be successful unionists today. While the communist legacy was the
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main problem facing unions in the postcommunist period, it is the postcommunist
legacy that is the chief obstacle to the development of unionism today.

Why then are things beginning to change, since about the beginning of the new
century? There seem to be five key factors: survival imperatives of the union bureau-
cracy, incorporation into the European Union, emerging international labor solidar-
ity, a new generation of laborers, and the end of postcommunism in the firm, creating
new challenges for unionists. These last two factors, due to generational and tempo-
ral changes as postcommunist experiences replace communist ones, lead to a new
subjectivity that is perhaps the most important of the story. Let’s look at each of
these factors in turn.

The first factor is the survival imperatives of the union bureaucracy. Put simply,
today’s union officials can no longer afford to neglect their own unions. Not long
ago, in the postcommunist era, they could. For most of the 1990s, union leaders had
relative autonomy from their base, because of both the resources they controlled and
the exit options at their disposal. As for resources, although membership may have
been declining, it was doing so from a level of near universal membership, so it was
still very high. As noted earlier, in 1995 union density in the EU-10 was still over 40
percent, about a third higher than in the EU-15; it was only in the next decade that
the ranking would reverse. Unions also still controlled access to many services, such
as vacation resorts and summer camps. Union leaders could thus take positions their
members disagreed with, without jeopardizing the resources they controlled. But
when membership has plummeted and easy access to resources has disappeared,
union officials can no longer afford to be condescending to their base. (Theoretically,
union officials could have been voted out in the earlier period too, but there was vir-
tually no organized dissent in postcommunist labor unions, since few could yet know
which policies served which interests. It was only when the postcommunist period
ended, early in the new century, that internal opposition emerged.)

As for exit options, the period of rapid mobility is over, meaning that union
leaders no longer have a safe cushion. In the early 1990s, local union leaders tended
either to be ambitious young skilled workers and professionals (in the “opposition-
ist” unions of Solidarity in Poland, Liga in Hungary, or Podkrepa in Bulgaria), or
middle-aged, compliant, but well-connected political functionaries (in the commu-
nist successor unions). Today, those types have moved on—the former to higher non-
union positions, the latter to retirement—replaced typically by skilled rank-and-file
workers, without political ambitions, who understand that they are there to stay. A
union position is no longer a ticket to a higher office. Poland was not the only place
where upward mobility from unions took place. Officials from Liga and Podkrepa
also moved into firm administrative positions or midlevel government positions,
while in Romania national trade union leader Victor Ciorbea became Prime Minister.
Today, those midlevel business and governmental slots are filled with trained
experts, and parties are well established enough to have their own activists now.
Promoting market reform from within trade unions can no longer be parlayed into a
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better-paying position in management or government. If today’s union officials are
going to maintain their relatively good jobs, they need to do so as union officials.
And keeping unions going requires greater commitment than in the past. With most
firms now privately owned, owners are less sympathetic to unions than in the early
postcommunist period. With the privatization of services that unions used to admin-
ister, unions dispose of fewer resources, and employees have less reason to keep pay-
ing dues. In these conditions, labor officials can no longer afford to see the continued
hemorrhaging of members, nor do they want to. So although earlier it was possible
to be a union official while neglecting union activity, that is no longer possible today.

Second, there is the role of the European Union. While some reformers and even
some unionists might have wanted unions to fade away, EU integration guaranteed
that would not happen. The European Union has long treated unions as a constitu-
tive part of the European political economy, an essential actor in the “social partner-
ship” regime that EU rules mandate. Even while the individual EU-15 countries
were trying to cut back on the influence and prerogatives of their own trade unions,
it provided both money and personnel to promote union education programs in the
East and to facilitate contacts of Eastern unionists with their Western counterparts.
Already in the early 1990s, the EU aid program PHARE financed “Project ‘Social
Dialogue,’” instructing postcommunist states on the details of European social part-
nership and training trade unionists to take part.18 Incorporation into the European
Union seems to mean that unions in the East are condemned not just to survive but
to be active.

The massive entry of EU capital and the move toward euro conversion are also
conducive to union revival, to the extent that both corporations and the state seek the
stable and predictable labor relations that union cooperation can provide. In recent
years euro conversion gave a boost to social pacting in Western Europe, at a time
when globalization and neoliberalism seemed to indicate a steady decline for such
forms of organized cooperation.19 There are signs that a similar process is happen-
ing in the East, as some in government and in the employers’ organizations have
begun talking about the need for pacts with unions, particularly in order to facilitate
the euro conversion they are formally obliged to undertake.20

The third factor is emerging labor solidarity. While during the cold war unions 
in the West of different ideological stripes—whether the conservative AFL-CIO,
socialist French unions, or communist Italian unions—used to aid East European
oppositionist unions on ideological grounds, as labor and civil society groups fight-
ing against dictatorship, Western trade unions now get involved in the East because
of globalization. That is, labor leaders in the West see the need to follow capital as
it moves abroad, and they have far greater possibilities of doing so in Eastern Europe
than in East Asia. Consequently, labor aid has moved beyond the work done, say, by
the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in publishing books and sponsoring labor-related
research and conferences. In the 1990s, the AFL-CIO helped establish the Union
Development Office of Solidarity, aimed at organizing workers in new private firms.
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German unions have been particularly helpful in assisting auto workers in Eastern
Volkswagen and Opel plants to establish and manage successful unions. Foreign retail
workers’ unions, meanwhile, have been helping new organizing drives in Eastern
Europe’s “hypermarkets.” Lately, Eastern European unions have been returning the
favor, such as by committing themselves to the fight against the Bolkestein Directive
on the liberalization of the service sector, even though it would bring jobs to the East
at a time when their countries suffer from the highest unemployment in the European
Union.21

The fourth factor pushing toward union revival in Eastern Europe is the emer-
gence of a new generation of workers. By the beginning of the new millennium,
young workers began getting interested in unionism for the first time since the fall
of communism. This was a big turnabout, for unions had completely dropped out of
fashion after 1989. Central to the pageantry and iconography of communism, from
May Day rallies to productivity campaigns, trade unions were associated with the
system that had just passed, not the new one to be created. Young workers deserted
unions in droves, new labor market entries simply declined to join. Besides the
image problem, the “aging” process of trade unions stemmed from two other factors:
the availability of the bulk of the new jobs in the new private sector, which were non-
union and went to younger workers, and the economic crisis which kept established
unionized firms from making new hires, causing more youth to move into the infor-
mal sector, travel abroad for work, or seek higher education.

Things began to change by the end of the 1990s, as young workers now had expe-
riences shaped not by actually existing socialism but by actually existing capitalism.
The private sector lost the glitter and gleam that swathed it earlier. Harsh discipline
and long hours, violation of labor law with impunity, low pay for all except for a rel-
atively small number of elite manufacturing jobs—these conditions became more
real to young workers than the fading memories of the past, stoked chiefly by aging
parents and an increasingly out-of-touch political class. Youth who, in the late com-
munist period, believed capitalism to be a meritocratic system, soon found that it was
as perfectly compatible with cronyism, toadyism, and nepotism as the old system
had ever been. That is, they saw that people advanced by flattering owners rather
than contributing added value and learned that it was not just in a communist system
that connections could count more than expertise.22 And so young people started see-
ing unions in a different light: not as a dismal remnant of the past but as a possible
protector in the future. Youth who traveled and lived in EU countries also picked up
the more favorable impressions of unions common in the West.

A personal story illustrates this change. While I had been visiting Poland regu-
larly after 1989, it was only in 2000 that I met unionists younger than me (I was then
forty-four). The main organizers in Solidarity’s Union Development Office were
twentysomething men and women who had worked in the private sector both at home
and abroad and had war stories to tell not about fighting the “reds” but about the
everyday oppression of owners and managers. And when they went out recruiting,
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about which they had no compunctions, and found workers telling them they didn’t
like unions and wanted nothing to do with politics, these young recruiters were able
to say that they too wanted nothing to do with politics, and thereby found a more
willing audience. As more young workers began getting used to capitalism rather
than communism, they began looking at unions more favorably.

Finally, the fifth factor driving new interest in unionism in Eastern Europe today
is the end of postcommunism in the firm, or the dismissal of unessential workers. As
management and the state have finally privatized, restructured, and downsized the
myriad old state firms they inherited in 1989, union leaders are finding that they are
no longer responsible for the unskilled workers for whom they never had much
respect. Indeed, this is probably the most important development of all. For the key
reason union leaders were barely committed to “doing their job” in postcommunist
Eastern Europe was that they agreed with the reformers that the socialist factory
need to be fundamentally overhauled. The skilled workers who headed the unions
did not want to lead organizations of the unskilled, which trade unions in the post-
communist era had overwhelmingly become. But precisely as the factories give up
their old state socialist character, they become more open to union mobilization.

Skilled workers tended to treat the communist-era saturation of enterprise
employment as a threat to their chances after communism since it meant that firms
that might otherwise be healthy were weighted down with excess labor costs.
Communist governments had hired massive numbers of workers not needed in the
production process, simply because that’s what communist governments did. A way
of realizing the classic Marxist promise to provide jobs for everyone, the policy also
served to secure popularity, provide social welfare benefits, and keep control over
people. Managers, who did not need to worry about labor costs, since companies
were allocated separate wage funds, were happy to have these superfluous workers
as insurance to fulfill the plan. But when the old regime came down, and firm sur-
vival came to depend on profit making, not plan fulfillment, these workers were
needed to no one but themselves. They figured this out pretty quickly and looked to
the trade unions to defend them. With professionals leaving unions to go into man-
agement, and many skilled workers leaving the old state factories to go into (non-
unionized) private-sector jobs, the unskilled suddenly became the mainstay of the
trade union movement.23 For trade union leaders, this was a blow. For they believed
in the need to move toward a “normal” market economy—one where firms needed
to make a profit in order to survive and prosper, and where skilled labor, they
thought, would obtain a premium—and thus saw their members not as a valuable
resource but as a problem they wished to overcome. Trade union leaders, in other
words, did not want the rank and file that they had.

My long discussions with Polish unionists from 1992 to 1995 first made me aware
of the depths of anti-union sentiment among union activists. For example, Solidarity
officials in the large aircraft manufacturing plant in Mielec, often considered a hotbed
of militancy because of a strike and City Hall demonstration that took place in 1992

Ost / Consequences of Postcommunism 23

 at University of Birmingham on January 25, 2009 http://eep.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eep.sagepub.com


after months of nonpayment of wages, told me they were not very proud either of
their members or their unions. The local vice president, a forty-four-year-old die
maker, said union work in the 1990s was about “the protection of losers”:

Most people in the plant don’t want to work, they want the state to take care of them.
They complain to the union that they’re not making enough money, basically they com-
plain about everything, but in the end most of the problem is their own. The ones who
are good workers, they are only a handful.24

The ones who ran the unions were largely skilled workers who felt degraded by
the old regime’s commitment to use factories less as a site of production than as a
site of social control. Indeed, the socialist firm’s perennial woes stemmed precisely
from it being chiefly a place where benefits were delivered and order maintained.
This was a problem throughout the old Soviet bloc. Reformers in the Soviet Union
had identified the economic problems of the socialist factory already in the 1960s.
But plans to deal with them always ran aground since any real effort to do so would
challenge the social contract on which the system was based—the contract that gave
workers jobs, welfare benefits, and loose on-the-job discipline in return for accep-
tance of Party control.25 So instead of tackling the problems, the Party maintained
the arrangement of employing virtually the entire citizenry (except, as is now clear,
for those in non-urban areas in the non-Slavic republics)26 in factories that adminis-
tered housing, maintained cultural institutions, and provided basic social welfare.

The point, as far as our skilled workers are concerned, is that under the old
regime, cultivating craftsmanship took a back seat to maintaining order. The system
worked well for low-skilled and unmotivated workers, as it provided them work,
social guarantees, and a sense of inclusion. Comparisons with Yeltsin’s Russia,
where such people saw their lives thoroughly degraded and impoverished, make this
starkly clear. For skilled workers, however, the communist system became a humil-
iating one, depriving them of job satisfaction, ambition, drive, and the chance to
fully use their skills. The old communist-era complaint of “they pretend to pay us
and we pretend to work” has often been misinterpreted as a boast. In fact it was a
lament, on the part of skilled workers who resented that they had to “pretend to
work.” (There were of course places where skilled work was valued, particularly in
sensitive military sectors, such as in the “closed cities” of the former Soviet Union,27

or in top defense-producing plants in Eastern Europe, such as the Mielec plant I vis-
ited. By 1991, due to the crisis of the Soviet state, such work disappeared.)

These workers, who ran the independent unions after the professionals had left
for better positions outside the factory, looked to the postcommunist market econ-
omy to change all that. That is why they did not oppose unemployment. They
thought the socialist enterprise was too large, employing too many people doing
unnecessary work. They wanted the numerous “fictitious” employees to be fired,
which is why they wanted most of the women fired too, as women were more likely,
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because of educational patterns, to have been hired doing makeshift deskwork—
“unproductive work,” in the view of the craftsmen. When I spoke with the Mielec
Solidarity president in 1993, he noted that the plant now employed only eleven thou-
sand people, down from twenty-one thousand at its peak. Instead of complaining
about the high number of layoffs, however, he complained that they weren’t high
enough: “There’s still only room for seven or eight thousand at the most.” Indeed,
one reason he was concerned about the Social Democratic government that had just
come to power was because he thought they might discontinue unemployment in
response to public pressure. “They have the word ‘social’ in their name, so let’s see
how it will relate to the factory. Will it be ‘social’ or will it be a factory?”

Such internal differentiations undermining potential class unity are not, of course,
unusual. Beverly Silver has written of the way workers in a variety of historical con-
texts have “actively constructed identities that have excluded other workers from the
community of rights.”28 Creating boundaries is one of the few ways any group of
laborers is able to protect itself against those who would treat all labor as an inter-
changeable, homogenous commodity. Think of the native way workers in the West
draw boundaries between themselves and immigrants, in order to gain and preserve
advantages for themselves. In Eastern Europe, however, the point is that this differ-
entiation divided postcommunist unions against themselves: unions in manufactur-
ing firms were run by skilled workers who wanted to cut the workforce, while most
union members were unskilled workers who wanted their jobs to stay. The result,
which I repeatedly encountered in Polish factories during the 1990s, was that union
officials regularly opposed their own union base, and sympathized more with man-
agement that was also trying to streamline the firm. In a national survey of union
leaders in manufacturing firms in 1994, nearly three-quarters of both Solidarity and
OPZZ officials believed one of their key roles as unionists was to explain the neces-
sity of market reforms to their members.29 In the postcommunist era, skilled work-
ers wanted, finally, to distinguish themselves from the unskilled. They believed they
should be better rewarded than these others. They believed that a firm should be just
a firm—a place producing quality goods—and they believed that getting rid of
“excess” workers, mostly fellow unionists, would help bring that about.

When I visited Mielec in 2001, however, the scene was quite different: I found a
new union president interested in protecting his members and excited to do union
work. In fact, this seemed increasingly to be the case everywhere I went. A unionist
at the Lucchini Steel Mill in Warsaw, privatized just a few years earlier, spoke to me
in 2000 about his pride in being a unionist, about the recent course he took on labor
law and his close monitoring of the situation in his firm. He was aware that he was a
new type of unionist, on the one hand less militant—“We can’t just walk in here and
call a strike anymore”—yet on the other hand more assertive—“We have to know the
legal rules inside and out, because management is always trying to use them against
us.” In the past, he said, Solidarity had been militant chiefly over political issues; now
it needed to be assertive over workplace issues. Absent from his comments was the
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scornful disapproval of the rank and file, typical of the postcommunist period.
Instead, the new leaders took union work more seriously, and saw it as their role as
unionists to protect workers against management.

What had changed? One simple thing: the excess labor force of the earlier post-
communist period had finally been laid off. Unionists became more engaged in
union work in firms where restructuring and privatization had already done their
damage. By 1999, the Warsaw steel works had been through the ringer: its workforce
was about 30 percent of its previous size, the firm had jettisoned most of its social
welfare apparatus, and the Italian owners had already weathered several tough con-
frontations with an unusually militant workforce and unions. The plant in Mielec,
meanwhile, had been through an even tougher time: in 2000, the firm had gone offi-
cially bankrupt, victim not just of the continuing tough economic times but of insider
corruption. The new workers now represented by the unionists I spoke with had all
been hired after bankruptcy—after, in other words, bankruptcy had wiped out all
rights and privileges to remaining employees, leaving those who previous union
leaders had derided as “unproductive” laborers now out of a job.

Once communist-era “add-on” workers are let go, it seems, unionists don’t mind
being unionists anymore. Unionism is thus ready for a revival because postcommu-
nism is over. As postcommunism ends, and a more typical capitalism takes hold—
typical in the sense that firms do not have large numbers of economically
unnecessary workers on their payrolls—labor can begin to move on too. As it comes
to see the workplace as a place where interests clash, it comes to see that unions
might be important after all.

In the end, all the factors listed above contribute to the emergence of what
Beverly Silver calls “Marx-type” labor movements, or forward-looking movements
of confident workers who use their growing structural power in the workplace to
extract benefits from vulnerable employers. Silver distinguishes between these 
forward-looking “Marx-type” movements, so called because of Marx’s view of
workers gaining in strength as the capitalist economy grows, and “Polanyi-type”
movements.30 The latter, based on Karl Polanyi’s view of capital as having the upper
hand, are rearguard movements of vulnerable workers trying to maintain their non-
market benefits, trying to muster the resources to counter capital’s attempts to com-
modify increasing sectors of society.

For most of the postcommunist era, there were only Polanyi-type movements:
typically short-lived strikes of public sector employees designed to salvage some
benefits and dignity in face of the globalizing juggernaut confronting them.31 For
both structural and ideational reasons, no Marx-type movement was even conceiv-
able, what with plants closing, unemployment widespread, foreign investment min-
imal, not a single sector internationally competitive, and almost no support from
intellectuals, most of whom believed in painful market reforms and a quiet civil
society. Of all the Polanyi-type protests, only those of the coal miners had some suc-
cess. Not much success: they have managed to hold onto benefits, such as privileged
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pension and buy-out arrangements, and keep good wages (though that is chiefly
because of the increased demand for coal on the global, mainly Chinese, market), but
these successes pale against the hundreds of thousands of jobs lost and the decima-
tion of their unique, privileged world that gave them such prestige in the past. This
is why liberals who regularly cite miners’ militance as evidence of strong trade
unionism are wrong. Miner protests have been Polanyi-type movements par excel-
lence: more successful because of the resources with which they started, but unable
nevertheless to stop the sure and steady erosion of the life they had before.

The developments I have been talking about here, however, constitute the budding
emergence precisely of a “Marx-type” labor movement (meaning, again, only a for-
ward-looking labor movement trying to make gains instead of simply resist decline;
it does not mean a Marxist political movement). With skilled labor in short supply,
and domestic and foreign investors confident of their ability to make a profit, work-
ers in the more skilled sectors can be more assertive and more confident in engaging
in collective action. So far, this is limited to the skilled sectors, but if emigration of
younger and lesser skilled workers to the European Union continues—this has been
a massive tendency since 2004, with estimates of up to two million workers having
left, chiefly for the United Kingdom and Ireland—and the supply even of unskilled
laborers drops, labor assertiveness might grow throughout the economy. Of course,
that would then likely be countered by liberalized, or simply under-enforced, migrant
worker rules. Cashiers, security guards, and even many health care workers can eas-
ily be replaced by Ukrainians or Asians. At that point, workers might be able to use a
nationalist rhetoric, still widely accepted in the region, to offset such pressure for lib-
eralized immigration rules.32 Still, skilled labor is clearly more likely to recover
strength faster than unskilled labor. We shall see in the conclusion that this has impor-
tant consequences for the kind of unionism that might arise.

Obstacles to Union Revival

And yet, the question is whether all this really makes a difference. Will the labor
weakness of the postcommunist era, brought about in large part through self-
inflicted blows, prevent it from re-arising now, just when it seems increasingly pos-
sible? Will labor now be impeded by postcommunist legacies just as it was earlier
impeded by communist legacies? Much evidence suggests that it will.

There seem to be three chief obstacles to a union revival today, all due to post-
communist legacies. These can be categorized as ideological, organizational, and
structural. Together, they indicate why labor in the East is likely to remain weaker,
more marginalized, and less class oriented than in the West, even after a revival of
union activity.

The ideological obstacles refer to what I have been discussing above: the general dis-
trust of unions, their association with the old regime, the sense that they’re inadequate
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and ineffective and perhaps not really necessary. As noted, there are signs that this is
changing. But there are still very few people writing about this and helping change
social expectations, for postcommunism pushed away most of the people who might
have been able to do so. We might say that the Gramscian organic intellectuals are
sorely missing. The irony is great: precisely at the moment when class became a rele-
vant matter, when the new elites openly proclaimed their intentions of creating a “nor-
mal” class society, journalists and scholars largely turned their attentions away from
stratification and the situation at the bottom. Opposition activists who regularly
bemoaned the hardships of laborers during communist times treated the hardship of
laborers during postcommunist times as a sign of normality. Scholarship dealing with
class, meanwhile, focused chiefly on the question of identifying the new elite, with the
marginalization of labor seen as a natural, and therefore not troublesome, feature of a
“normal” society.33 There has been little study of the Western experience, little interest
in the long line of neocorporatist theory that shows it matters greatly for a society’s eco-
nomic and political health how workers are incorporated into a market economy. (It is
indicative that the few who did do such research often had difficulties publishing. Many
Polish publications on labor matters appeared only because they were subsidized or
published by Germany’s Friedrich Ebert Foundation. And when I asked a Hungarian
colleague why he didn’t publish locally, in a single volume, his many different articles
on labor and postcommunist industrial relations presented at international conferences
and frequently published abroad, he replied simply that no publishers were interested.)34

The ideological legacy of postcommunism thus makes difficult overcoming the anti-
labor tendencies so dominant in that period.

By “organizational” obstacles, I mean the plethora of small firms that have taken
the place of the large, unified enterprises of the past. Such firms are difficult to orga-
nize in any environment but are particularly difficult in the postcommunist context
since unions in general now serve so poorly as a model. The new types of union offi-
cials would like to change this, but they now have a problem simply getting their foot
in the door. Unions were terribly weakened even in the old state-owned firms, for
when privatization and restructuring came, these firms devolved into a host of spin-
off firms, created as entirely new entities. Yet union membership did not travel auto-
matically, and few employees rejoined. Having lost their base in the old state firms,
never having had one in new private firms, and now confronting myriad small firms
with managements predisposed against unions and workforces inexperienced with
them, unions will find it extremely tough to create that base now. With unions and
labor relations having become “institutionally consolidated into a rather liberal and
flexible labor regime,” as Stephen Crowley puts it,35 even a growing desire for more
assertive unions is unlikely to bear fruit.

Structural obstacles to union revival refer to the new political economy that has
taken shape in the postcommunist era, including both the investment patterns and the
industrial relations regimes that have crystallized over time. In two important articles,
Bohle and Greskovits have detailed the way Eastern Europe’s insertion into the global
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economy has affected labor. In the first, they show that most of the investment Eastern
Europe received in the 1990s went to the “labor-intensive capital goods industries”
that are least conducive to strong unionism, as opposed to the “capital-intensive con-
sumer goods industries” that are most conducive. The result is that while international
capital transforms and even “modernizes” Eastern Europe, this does not produce the
union power, not to mention the social democratic neocorporatism, that came to the
West. “The social model [of the West] has not traveled to the East,” they conclude,
“because its socio-economic foundations . . . have not traveled either.”36

In a second article, Bohle and Greskovits demonstrate that even though the
region has now produced diverse industrial relations regimes, none of them is
particularly propitious for union development. They do differentiate between the
Baltic states on the one hand, where workers’ rights are poorly articulated and
ethnic divisions with Russians are used to limit social protection, and the Central
European countries of Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia on
the other, where electoral pressures in the context of an inclusive nationalism
(due to few ethnic minorities onto whom to foist economic costs) provide for
more rights and better social protection. But then they show that in both types of
regimes collective bargaining is low, tripartite negotiations are regularly
bypassed, and unions are marginalized in public policy decisions. Both models,
in other words, are varieties of neoliberalism, a point they underscore by calling
the first model “neoliberal” and the second “embedded neoliberalism”. (The sole
“neocorporatist” exception they find is Slovenia, population two million.) Thus,
even though proximity to Western markets has generated recent new economic
investment in the area, which could potentially redress the adverse investment
profile they write about in their earlier article, they note that there has been “no
. . . recovery of unions and negotiated industrial relations anywhere in the
region,” and that “even the major skill-intensive investors seem to prefer indi-
vidual . . . deals with their workers and public administrations to nationally or
sectorally organized interest mediation.”37

Institutions, once created, have a tendency to persevere. Unions may be less
influential in Western Europe today than a few decades ago, but their long and
deeply embedded presence, with extensive resources and lingering symbolic reso-
nance as the force that bequeathed the benefits citizens now enjoy, means they are
likely to survive as strong social actors. Even in France, with the lowest union mem-
bership in Europe, official attacks on unions continue to elicit a powerful negative
public response. The problem in Eastern Europe is not that labor was weakened after
1989—it was not even independent before then—but that it was created as a weak
actor. Trade unions in the East lack the status and resources that keep unions flour-
ishing in the West. They confront the global economy not from an initial position of
strength, as in the West, but from a position of weakness, uncertainty, and popular
indifference. In this way, it is the legacies not of communism but of postcommunism
that constitute the key obstacles to labor revival.
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The Rise of Aristocratic Unionism,
or Is Mexico Again the Model?

What does all this mean for the future? Since skilled workers, as is common, have
played so important a role in union developments so far, we can best begin to answer
this by looking at how their understanding of conflicts and cleavages has evolved in
the postcommunist era. At the outset, as we have seen, the skilled workers who ran
the unions tended to side with reformers and against their rank and file, leading to a
particularly weak union movement. They did so because they embraced what can be
called a “producerist,” rather than a class-based, view of social cleavages. Although
a class perspective sees the central workplace divide as the one between workers and
employers, a producerist perspective sees the dominant social cleavage to be that
between “producers” and “non-producers.” In this view, embraced by many nineteenth-
century labor movements in the West, such as the Knights of Labor in the United States,
“producers” refer both to skilled laborers and those employers intimately involved in
the production process but excludes the non-skilled workers said to be cheapening
and degrading the “manly” process of production. As Victoria Hattam tells it, in her
historical account of unionism in the United States, it is only when the American
Federation of Labor emerged that a class perspective supplanted the producerist
one.38

East European unionists in the postcommunist era were producerists par excel-
lence. They saw themselves as skilled laborers ready to work together with market
reformers in order to get rid of excess workers and turn the workplace into a site
where their labor would be valued and well rewarded. And now that postcommunism
is over, and the workplace has been so transformed, these skilled laborers are begin-
ning to embrace a class perspective, in which they seek to advance their own inter-
ests against those of the owners, with whom they no longer believe they share a
common interest.

But if Eastern union leaders have thus come to be more like the American
Federation of Labor than the Knights of Labor, they are further away than before
from building a CIO. In other words, they may be more ready to engage in conflict
with their own employers, but they still do not seek to build a broad labor movement
that includes both skilled and unskilled workers. Such a broad movement is precisely
what they have been running from. The postcommunist legacy is thus likely to lead
to a divided labor movement. A likely scenario is that instead of large industrial
unions representing all workers in the enterprise, such as Eastern Europe had in the
past, and instead of large labor confederations seeing themselves as representatives
of all workers, as has been the rule in the postwar West, we would see smaller unions
of skilled workers, exercising clout on behalf of a relatively small elite, while other
unions, existing chiefly in the public sector, would flounder. This would be a union-
ism for a new labor aristocracy, premised on a disavowal of class solidarity. It would
be a unionism like in Mexico or Venezuela—or, for that matter, like in much of the
West about a hundred years ago—where unions effectively represent skilled workers
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in the leading economic sectors, while the poorest laborers in other sectors are left
out of the bargain and on their own.39

In this scenario, some workers in the East could benefit from labor’s decline in the
West, to the extent that the East receives investment by capital fleeing high-wage
countries for low-wage havens. But only some workers. The majority are likely to be
left out of this new arrangement, as Bohle and Greskovits argue is already happening.

As for national union federations that try to bring together unions from the private
and public sectors, and that seek to do new organizing, they will not find it easy. This
again is due to the legacy of postcommunism. Union officials may now finally be ready
to be active trade unionists again. But so many years of postcommunism have left many
reluctant to join. Union officials spent so long being distant and disdainful to the work-
ers they did represent that many of those who they would now like to represent don’t
see them as competent representatives. At the very moment when unions are able to
recreate themselves, then, they face profound obstacles of their own past making.

So, the paradox is that it is precisely why unionists did not want to be unionists a
short while ago—their attitude to the workplace—that makes them want to be union-
ists today. Yet it is precisely their behavior as unionists in the postcommunist era that
makes it so difficult to be successful unionists today. The postcommunist legacy is a
heavier burden today than the communist one.
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