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BY DON MACKINNON

President
Power Workers’ Union

Sometimes we get so used to our 

institutions we forget how impor-

tant they are to us. We take 

democracy for granted in Canada, 

but a moment’s thought about life 

in countries without it should be 

enough to convince you of the 

importance of a democratic polit-

ical system. Absent democracy, 

“might makes right” – tyranny and 

inequality prevail. If our demo-

cratic institutions aren’t pre-

served, we risk falling back into a 

state of affairs where people live 

politically impoverished lives. 

Trade unions have been around 

longer than representative democ-

racy in this country. It’s easy to 

take them for granted and, par-

ticularly now when they are 

under persistent public attack, to 

forget why they are important for 

all of us. Here’s a reminder. 

First, trade unions transformed 

workplaces for the better. Before 

trade unions, working conditions 

were often deplorable and work-

places dangerous, and this in the 

most prosperous countries in the 

world. Twelve or even sixteen 

hour workdays without breaks in 

workplaces that were literally a 

threat to the lives of workers were 

not unusual. There was no mini-

mum wage, medical coverage, 

insurance, or workers’ compensa-

tion. A worker could have wages 

cut, be laid off or fired without 

warning or explanation. Women 

were paid less than men doing the 

same job and children were put to 

work in dangerous conditions. 

Once working people formed 

trade unions, however, workplace 

conditions improved. Unions 

struggling to achieve these gains, 

which we now take for granted, 

had to fight against many employ-

ers and governments, who 

claimed that any improvement to 

the lives of workers was unaf-

fordable and would render indus-

try uncompetitive. Unions perse-

vered, however, to the point 

where people came to see their 

benefits for everyone and govern-

ments decided to acknowledge 

and regulate their existence by 

legislation. Unions, traditionally 

democratic organizations, were 

now required to be democratic by 

law and to represent all workers 

fairly. By the same token, all 

workers in the workplace were 

required to pay dues to the demo-

cratically selected trade union 

because they all got the equal 

benefit of the union’s representa-

tion (the “Rand formula”). But 

the benefits of union activities 

went beyond the workers they 

represented to all workers: mini-

mum wage rules, health and 

safety laws, eight hour workdays, 

mandated breaks and paid time 

off are all the direct or indirect 

result of the union movement and 

its commitment to better the 

lives of all working people, 

whether or not they are union 

members. 

Even more, the union movement 

benefited the economy as a whole. 

One reason for the establishment 

of labour laws in the early part of 

the 20th century was to promote 

economic expansion by increas-

ing the purchasing power of 

workers. What ensued was a long 

period of great prosperity through 

to the late 20th century in which 

the middle class expanded, shar-

ing in the wealth it helped create, 

but also spending its new income 

and so driving economic expan-

sion. The expansion of unioniza-

tion parallels the expansion of the 

middle class and the reduction of 

income inequality, the improve-

ment in private pension and ben-

efits plans, and the better treat-

ment of women and minorities in 

the workplace. 

The last 20 years or so have seen 

a rapid increase in the income of 

the wealthiest people in the coun-

try and a decline of the middle 

class. It’s not a coincidence that 

this has been a period of sustained 

attack on trade unions, culminat-

ing in “right to work” laws in 

many US states. Unions tend to 

equalize wages among workers 

and ensure that fewer people are 

left in low paying jobs. They pro-

tect the vulnerable and ensure 

that workplaces are safe and that 

workers are treated fairly. As long 

as there is unionization in an 

industry, non-unionized employ-

ers can’t afford to fall too far 

behind in the treatment of their 

workers. In the short run, some 

might believe that reducing wages 

and benefits will increase profits, 

but this ignores the long run: 

lower paid workers have no 

money to spend in the economy 

and as the middle class disap-

pears, so does prosperity for 

everyone, including business. 

Those who live through a period 

of history often don’t reflect on it 

while it’s happening, and don’t 

realize what they’ve got until it’s 

gone. This is why it is important 

to look back and understand. 

We are again hearing that busi-

ness can’t afford good wages and 

working conditions, pensions and 

benefits. It wasn’t true a century 

ago and it’s not true now. “Right 

to work” laws do not create jobs 

– they diminish the quality of 

existing jobs by stripping workers 

of the benefit of trade union rep-

resentation. In a race to the bot-

tom, the worker and society as a 

whole always lose – and income 

inequality returns. Just as a coun-

try that attacks its democratic 

institutions courts political pov-

erty, one that attacks the demo-

cratic institution of trade union-

ism courts economic poverty.

So what have trade unions done 

for you lately? They’ve protected 

good jobs, wages, benefits and 

working conditions for you and 

your children. They’ve ensured 

that all people, including women, 

minorities and the disabled – you, 

your friends and family, are 

treated fairly in the workplace. 

They’ve fought against growing 

income inequality and for the 

preservation of the middle class 

– the only sure way of guarantee-

ing economic prosperity for all of 

us in the future. 
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