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1. Introduction
The following article will analyse trade unions and systems of industrial relations in Europe, Asia and in United State of America. In the article we argue that it is possible to identify different characteristics regarding trade unions and industrial relations systems in Europe, Asia and US and that these differences relates to broader forms of social division and social stratification in the three regions.


It is argued that trade unions in Europe first and foremost are structured and organised around class oriented characteristics in the European societies, while trade unions in US first and foremost are structured and organised around marked based forms of social interactions in the American society. Finally we argue that trade unions in Asia are structured around community based social characteristics in the Asian society.


Further we argue that differences between trade unions and industrial relations systems in the three regions are related to general differences in the social structure in the regions. Taking all kinds of reservations related to the very abstract themes dealt with, the point in the article is that the forms of social division and social stratification that exists in US are – viewed in a comparative perspective – more founded on marked relations, than the forms of social division existing in Europe or Asia. Correspondingly social division and stratification in Europe is generally – and again viewed in a comparative perspective – more based on and formed around traditionally social classes, than it is the case in US and Asia. Asian societies are in contrast to this more influenced by community based forms of social division and stratification. Again viewed in a comparative perspective.

It should be stressed that the point is not that the mentioned forms of social division and stratification are the most important axes of social division and stratification in each of the regions. Other axes of stratification could be just as important or more important than those mentioned (e.g. ethnicity or gender); just as it of course is possible to identity huge differences within the regions. The point we argue is however that the mentioned differences in the regions in some way reflects actual differences in forms of social division and stratification.


Further in this article we will firstly present a more general introduction to different theories of social division and stratification. We will secondly present some methodological considerations about advantages and disadvantages in analysing social division and stratification using trade unions as a kind of prism. We will thirdly present similarities and differences between trade unions and industrial relations systems in the three regions in order to discuss differences in the regional forms of social division in US, Asia and Europe. The fourth and final section is conclusive. 
2. Theories about Social division and social stratification

Social division and stratification theory analyse how a society is organised around certain systematic structures that divide or unite human beings. Groups of human beings structure themselves around (or are structured around) special conditions and characteristics, that to a greater or lesser extent means that individuals experience a kind of belonging to certain groups. At the same time stratification theory focus on the mechanisms that result in structured forms of inequality in relation to different types of attractive positions and goods in a society.


The main point in this article is that it is possible to identify a number of different axes of social division and stratification in any society. The concept ‘axes of social division and stratification’ highlight conditions and structures that divide or unite different social groups in a society. 
Classical axes of social division and stratification analysed in the literature are class, status, education, religion, gender, ethnicity, nationality, taste etc. (Crompton 1998, Payne 2000, Scott 2000).
Which axes of social division and stratification that dominate in a given society will of course vary over time and will vary in relation to a given societies general ‘stage of development’. Pre-modern societies structure themselves around axes related to landownership, ethnicity, religion, status and similar concepts. Modern societies structure themselves around other axes of social division and stratification connected to concepts like class, education, urbanity etc.
That fact that some axes of stratifications dominates does not imply that other axes of stratification is without importance. A society dominated by class based axes of social division and stratification can be influenced by other axes of stratification related to for example gender. In that respect we can say that a given society is constituted around certain configurations of axes of social division and stratification. And we can identify how certain axes of social division and stratification dominate other axes of social division.

Social division and stratification theories ask questions about how different axes of stratifications are constituted and reproduced over time. And very often the reproduction of different types of axes are related to relations of power in a society. Axes of social division and stratification are often seen as constituted through mechanism of power distribution. 

Gender is analysed as an axe of social division and stratification in different theories of patriarchy (Walby 1990); class is discussed as an axe of stratification in theories of economic exploitation (Marx 1974, Olin Wright 1997), or in relation to differences in life chances on the market (Weber 1978); Ethnicity and nationality are analysed as axes of social division and stratification in connection with theories of national and ethnical origin or related to theories about ethnicity as a social construction (McCrone 2000: Anderson 1991); education is analysed as an axe in theories stressing how the educational system reproduce class society (Bourdieu 1986) or education is discussed as an important factor in the formation of a more meritocratic society (Davis & Moore 1945, Saunders 1997, Bell 1973); taste, culture and consumption are analysed in theories stressing how certain forms of taste and culture legitimize the reproduction of class society (Bourdieu 1986), or taste and consumption are seen as a new axes of social division and stratification that undermine the existence of a class society (Pakulski & Waters 1996); Urbanism are discussed as an axe of social division and stratification that create certain types geographical structuring (Castell 1987) or urbanism is seen as a way of life that create social distance between human beings (Bech 1997) etc.

As seen above we can identify many different theories about why and how certain axes of social division and stratification dominate in a given society. Theories of social division and stratification are interested in understanding how and why groups of human beings are structuring themselves and are structured around axes that divide them from other groups of human beings. Payne writes about this:”It is not just being a member that counts: not being a member of another category is just as important. We define who ‘we’ are in terms of who we are not. Our encounters with ‘others’ point to their differences from ‘us’ and help us to identify our own discintiveness. ‘Our team’, ‘our gang’, ‘our kind of music’, ‘our part of the country’ makes sense in contrast – and sometimes active opposition – to ‘others’.” (Payne 2000: 6).
The aim of this article is not to present or analyse general differences in the axes of social division and stratification in US, Europe and Asia. This is obviously an impossible mission. The aim of the article is more modest to analyse whether it is possible to argue – based on observations related to forms of trade union organizing - that - comparatively speaking - some axes of social division and stratification are more important in US than in Europe and Asia and vice versa.

3. Methodological considerations 
From a methodological point of view this article is formed around a general hypothesis that social organisations and institutions is influenced by the dominating axes of social division and stratification in a given society. Using this hypothesis as a starting point we argue that it is possible to identify important axes of social division and stratification in US, Europe and Asia by looking at regional characteristics in relations to industrial relations systems and in forms of organisation among trade unions. 
The aim of the article is to identify some of the dominating axes of social division and stratification in the three regions. The concrete hypothesis is then that we - by looking at similarities and differences among trade unions and industrial relations systems in the three regions – are able to identify differences in the axes of social division and stratification between US, Europe and Asia.

The aim is not – as mentioned in the previous section – to identify all – or almost all – important axes of social division and stratification. The aim is – by using a comparative point of view – to focus on some types of differences in the dominating axes of social division and stratification.

It should be emphasized that a methodological approach focusing on regional differences between US, Europe and Asia of course is very abstract. And that this approach might even be so abstract that it tends to be meaningless. When we focus on regional differences in axes of social division and stratification, we indirectly argue that social division and stratification relates to regional characteristics and not to nations, to levels of economic development or to other factors existing in a non-regional context. It is doubtful whether the abstraction ‘regional’ (meaning American, European, Asian) axes of social division and stratification exist in reality. Axes of social division and stratification are more likely related to nations, to levels of economic development etc.. In the three regions we can identify huge differences in the general level of economic development etc. In spite of these difficulties and methodological problem we will however still try to discuss whether it is possible to identify differences between trade unions and Industrial relations systems and axes of social division and stratification in the three regions.
When we have chosen to focus on trade unions as an analytical and empirical object, it relates to the fact that trade unions are organisations situated in modern societies. Trade unions are usually formed and constituted in connection with processes of industrialisation or in connection with the development of modern marked based/capitalist societies, in order to represent the interests of the employees in relation to employers. In that respect trade unions are useful as objects for comparative studies. It could be expected that they – in spite of regional, national and cultural differences – structure around some common characteristics in a society related to wage agreements and labour marked conditions.
We argue that marked economy and especially labour marked forms a special kind of social order, which tends to treat human beings primarily as ‘labour’, meaning that the primarily ‘code’ through which employers are looking at employee’s is ‘as qualified and cheap as possible’. Labour market however contains it own contradiction in the sense that employees will try – if possible – to resist this labour marked code. Employees and workers try to restrict the dynamics of the logic of the capitalist labour market by establishing collective forms of organisations in order to change the distribution of power between employers and employees. Trade unions are organisations that try to establish institutional structures – e.g. through establishing industrial relation systems – in order to restrict the importance of the market forces in the employment relation. Richard Hyman have described this situation in a European context taking a classical industrial relation tradition as a starting point: ”Across the countries of the EU, employment regimes (or industrial relations system) represent varieties of institutional structures which ensure that the employer-employee relationship is not primarily determined by market forces.” (Hyman 2001: 281).
The actual formation of collective organisations among employees will however depend upon the existing social structure. Existing axes of social division and stratification will tend to influence the ways in which employees organise. Employees will tend to organise or relate to existing axes of social stratification.

The thesis in the article is in that respect that it is possible to identify differences in forms of trade unions organisations and that these differences sometimes can be related to more fundamental differences in the regional (American, European and Asian) axes of social division and stratification.

4. Trade unions in Europe, US and Asia

“Trade union also called labour union …(is) …  an association of labourers in a particular trade, industry, or company, created for the purpose of securing improvements in pay, benefits, working conditions, or social and political status through collective bargaining.” (definition from Encyclopædia Britannica).

Trade unions are organisations developed with the explicit goal of securing employee’s better wage- and working conditions through collectively articulated interest formulation oriented toward employers. However – as described in the literature – we can identify huge differences in the ways this interest formulation are articulated, just as we can observe differences in the organisational characteristics of trade unions (Ebbinghaus & Visser 2000, Hyman 2001, Poole 1984, 1986).

Usually trade unions are analysed in a national context and explanations of variations in trade unions characteristics is often related to differences in the national industrial relations systems. Trade union development are for example dependent on the attitude among employers, state agencies etc. (Poole 1984, 1986, Jensen 2002, 2004).

In the following sections we will – using different kind of existing data – describe and analyse trade unions in respectively Europe, US and Asia in order to discuss whether it is possible to identify more general differences in the axes of social division and stratifications.
4.1. Trade unions and industrial relations systems in Europe

As outlined in much of the literature about the European labour market we can locate quite big differences in the ways labour market is regulated (Hyman 2001, Ebbinghaus & Visser 2000, Jensen 2004). We can correspondingly observe big differences among trade unions and industrial relation systems in Europe.

As it is well described we can observe different levels of trade union density in different European countries. In some European countries – like the Nordic countries – most of the employees are members of a trade union, in other European Countries – like in some of the Southern European countries – only a minority of the employees is member of a trade union (Ebbinghaus & Visser 2000). Another central characteristic regarding trade unions in Europe is the tendency toward reduction in the trade union density. In most countries, we can observe that employee membership in trade unions are falling. The causes to this development is for example related to changes in the composition of the workforce for example in relation to the fact the employees working in post-industrial sectors are less willingly to join trade unions than workers in the traditional industrial sectors (Visser 2002).

In spite of the mentioned differences, we can however also observe some similarities. A common and central characteristic is that trade unions mostly are structured either around specific crafts or around specific sectors (Poole 1984). Trade unions have developed in connection with crafts in countries like Denmark, Great Britain, Sweden etc. (Due et al. 1994, Ebbinghaus & Waddington 2000). Sector based trade unions have developed in countries like Germany, where all categories of organised workers in for example the metal industry are member of the same trade union (IG-Metal), independent of educational background (Keller 2004, Ebbinghaus et al. 2000).

Correspondingly in most European countries we can observe quite strong horizontal links between trade unions, independent of which organizational form is the dominant one. The central organisational levels are strongly developed especially if it is compared with the situation in US and Asia. 

Generally one can argue that trade unions play – and have played - an important role in the formation of the European societies and that trade union have been able to secure the integration employee interests in different European countries.

This labour inclusive oriented trend in the European societies are not only observed in connection with trade unions. We can also observe trends like this even in countries where trade unions only organize a minor part of the workforce. In a country like France – where only ten percent of the workforce is member of a trade union – we can also observe a tendency toward labour inclusiveness on the labour market (Jensen 2006). In France labour rights and working conditions are dealt with through legislative procedures that stipulate some kind of minimum rights regarding wage- and working condition.


All in all we argue that the reason why trade unions have been able to establish themselves as central actors on the labour market in Europe, is related to the fact that trade unions have been able to relate to more general class based characteristics in the European societies. Class as an axe of social division and stratification is and has been important part of the structuring of European societies (Hyman 2001).

4.2. Trade unions and industrial relations in US

Trade unions in US have – like the European trade unions – experienced a major setback in the level of trade unions density the last twenty to thirty years (Clawson & Clawson 1999). The trade unions density has fallen dramatically and is now at a level around ten to fifteen percent.

In the literature about the US industrial relations systems it is often observed that US forms of organisations differs quite a lot from European forms of organization. First and foremost trade unions in US do not have as developed horizontal links as it is the case with the trade union movement in the European countries. Organisations ties across sectors and crafts are weaker and less important compared to Europe. 

Similar it is often argued in the literature that trade unions in US mostly deals with the interests of the ‘insiders’ on the labour market. This is related to arguments about the existence of a dual labour market in the US. From the end of the second world war and at least until the 1970s observers argue that the American labour marked was divided in on the one side a well organised labour marked oriented toward the insiders, and on the other side a more marginalised – and unorganised – labour market oriented toward outsiders. Morris & Western writes: “The postwar years of earnings growth and equalization emerged during a unique period in American industrial history. The period was marked by the development of a system of employment relations often referred to as the internal labor market” (Doeringer & Piore 1971). The key characteristic of an internal labor market is a formal hierarchy of jobs within firms that are filled primarily by internal promotion rather than through external recruitment. The resulting system serves to buffer employment relations, including decisions about wages, job mobility, and training, from the volatility of external market pressures. (Morris & Western 1999: 639).


It is obvious that US in many ways have had – and have – a class structure similar to the situation in Europe. In the same way that one can talk about the existence of a working class in Europe one can also talk about a similar kind of working class in US. It is however obvious that this have not led to the development of more generalised welfare state arrangements in US and that the existence of a working class in US neither have led to the establishment of trade union movement that have worked in line with the general interest of the working class in US among both the insides and the outsiders on the labour market. These observations points in the direction that other axes of social division and stratification (e.g. ethnicity) - than the axe of class - have prevented the axe of class from playing the same role as it did in Europe in the formation of trade union policies.
In different studies of the trade unions development in the American labour market it is often observed that the core of the labour movement have been dominated by special segments of workers and employees. White, male, fulltime employees have traditionally dominated the trade unions and the insiders on the labour market in US. As summarized by Carter: “According to Aronowitz’s detailed account, by 1952, the US labour movement had left behind the mass mobilisations of the 1930s, and had turned inward. In the absence of a societal-wide push for a welfare state, collective bargaining produced a private welfare state. In the further absence of any strategy to organise the unorganised, unions laid the foundation for the charge that they represented narrow and privileged interests. Conservative and sectional practices grew, with racial and gender discrimination, institutionalised. Increasingly, unions were corralled into traditional areas, unable to benefit from the opportunities opened by growth of new industries and the increasingly diverse workforce.” (Carter 2001:186).

All in all the behaviour of the American trade unions point in the direction that axes of market as a social division and stratification factor plays a more important role than it is the case in Europe (Jensen 2006). The American society seems to be more influence by market relations as a social order and as an axe for establishing social division and stratification.
4.3 Trade unions and industrial relations in Asia

It is off course a conceptual incorrectness to use the term ‘Asian trade unions’ and ‘Asian forms for social division and stratification’ in so far that trade unions as well as forms of social divisions differ very much in Asia. Trade unions in Asia are – like trade unions in Europe and US – influenced by the national context in which the exist, they are influenced by the political environment they participate in, and they are influenced by the technological and organisational level among the companies in which they try to organise workers and employees. In that sense the concept about Asian trade unions is more or less meaningless. 

We will however continue to use the concept in the same abstract way as when we talked about European or American trade unions. In the industrial relations literature, the concept Asian trade unions or Asian industrial relations is sometime used to describe characteristics across differences in nationality and economic development (Jensen 2006, Kuruvilla & Erickson 2002, Kuruvilla et al. 2002).

 A central characteristic often mentioned in the literature about Asia is the company orientation among trade unions. This is a point that has very often been put forward in relation to discussions about the ‘Japanese economic miracle’, as it developed in the period after the second world war (Kinzley 1991, Kuwahara 1996). Especially in Japan it is well known that trade unions are structured and organized around specific companies, and it is also well documented that relations between employees and employers have a different content in Japanese companies (Sey 2000). Labour marked conflicts leading to strikes and lockout – as we se it in Europe – is very uncommon in Japanese companies. Kuruvilla & Erickson writes for example: “There is a general agreement that the central features of the Japanese IR system have included workplace-focused enterprise unions, lifetime employment systems, broad-based training and seniority-based wages” (Kuruvilla & Erickson 2002:180).


It is however not only in Japanese companies that we can observe this kind of company based trade unions. In countries like South-Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia and other Asian countries company based trade unions traditionally also are organised around companies (Chen et al. 2003, Kin & Kim 2003): "Frenkel (1993) found that in the early 1990s Korea and Japan owned the most decentralised union organization and bargaining structure among ten countries in the Asia-Pacific region." (Jeong 2001).

Correspondingly trade unions in Asia traditionally are quite weak in relation to their horizontal ties. Strong horizontal based trade unions in the European sense is not developed in Asia.

During the last twenty years industrial relations literature have pointed to some changes in the behaviour of trade unions in some Asian countries. Trade unions in some Asian areas tends to act more like traditional trade unions in Europe and US focusing their demands more specific on the interests of the employees and not so much on the interests of the companies. This tendency can partly be seen as a consequence of processes of democratization in countries like Taiwan and South-Korea (processes that have been driven by trade unions). But it can also partly be seen as a consequence of changes in the social structure in countries like Taiwan and South-Korea. Class as an axe of social division and stratification seems to play a more important role compare to more traditional axes of social division around which trade unions were formed. That the changes in the attitude among trade unions in Korea is related to more general changes in the social structure is supported by workforce studies (Hong 2003). In South-Korea we can observe major changes among the trade unions. Earlier strongly state regulated and partly repressive trade unions have been challenged by more autonomous trade unions, which first and foremost seems to articulate employee interest (Chen et al. 2003).

It we look more specific on the traditional company oriented forms of trade unions in Asia, the literature often argue that this form of organisation is related to specific cultural traditions in Asian. Ghen & Snape writes for example about the Chinese confusian tradition:”It has also been suggested that cultural factors have been important. This is reflected in the ‘Neo-confusian’ hypothesis, which suggests that workers in Chinese society will accept authoritarian management and avoid confrontation with the employer … Such cultural arguments imply that the demand for collective representation is absent.” (Chan & Snape 2000:124).


Similar observations have been put forward in relation to discussion about the relation between Japanese workers and their employers. As pointed out by Park (1996): "The group is important for the Japanese and the company is one of the important groups. Japanese workers are loyal to their companies and work hard for their companies to succeed" (Park 1996:66.).

The argument we try to establish in this context is that Asian trade unions in their organisational behaviour relates to what could be called a community based axe of social division and stratification. Community based social structures could be characterized as a structure of social interactions where individual preferences generally are put aside on behalf of the community.  Maclean describes community as an axe of social division and stratification when he writes: ”Community place a requirement on members to limit their individualism and to acknowledge their dependence on a wider network of relationships.” (Crow & Maclean 2000: 224). 
5. Conclusion: trade unions and axes of social division and stratification in US, Asia and Europe

In this article we have tried to contribute to the discussions about differences and similarities in forms of social division and stratification. We have argued that it is possible to identify differences in important axes of social divisions by looking at the ways in which trade unions organize and develop. And we have tried to use this argument in relation to an analysis of trade unions in US, Europe and Asia.


As we have stressed earlier in the article the results of the analysis must be looked upon with some moderation. First and foremost one can discuss whether it is meaningful to talk about American, European or Asian forms of social division, due to the differences in social structures in each region.

When we have use the concept about regional forms of social division anyhow, it was due to ea thesis that it actual would be possible to highlight some differences between US, Europe and Asia using a comparative perspective.


The conclusive point in the article is that it is possible to identify some differences in the central axes of social division and stratification in the regions. In US market forces - as a social order and as an axe for social division – plays a much more important role than it is the case in Europe and Asia. Correspondingly community based social relations are much more important in Asian than in Europe and US. Social structures formed around relations are more important in Asian life than is the case in US and Europe. Individual preferences are more likely to be set aside in order to fulfil collectively formulated goals. Europe is – contrary to US and Asia – more influence by class based social institutions. This is why institutionalised arrangements like the welfare states and industrial relations systems have been relatively generalised and universalistic in their content. In that respect Europe seems to have a more the clearly defined class structure in comparison with Asia and US. 
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