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The Prospect of Internet Unionism
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he Internet permits nearly instantaneous contact

across borders and promises to alter the ways in
which business and politics are conducted. It aids com-
munication among managers and permits the coordi-
nation of internationally-dispersed workplaces. It has
provided impetus to the so-called “virtual workplace,”
in which employees perform and coordinate their
work on-line with a minimum of employer-supplied
workspace. It has vastly simplified global stock trans-
actions, sometimes permitting the circumvention of
national laws.

The Internet has also contributed to the organization
and mobilization of workers facing multinational cor-
porations. It has compelled recalcitrant employers to
acknowledge worker abuses. Similarly, it has permit-
ted citizens to broadcast protests of government
actions, to evade the limitations of government media,
and to reach a global audience.

New economy enthusiasts conclude that the
Internet contributes to a “creative destruction”
that eventually will benefit everyone.

The fate of ordinary workers, buffeted by
change and uncertainty within their
organizations, is ignored.

The Internet has had three kinds of effects on
employee interests. First, the Internet contributes to
“economizing,” the pursuit of efficiency through mar-
kets, sometimes at workers’ expense. Secondly, it
allows unions and other social movements to pursue
what sociologist Daniel Bell has termed the “sociolo-
gizing mode,” “the effort to judge a society’s needs in a
more conscious fashion . .. on the basis of some explicit
conception of the ‘public interest’.” Thirdly, the
Internet places expert knowledge at the disposal of any
worker and facilitates the production and distribution
of goods without the intervention of management or
middlemen, through what might be called the “praxis”
effect.

Not all of the effects of the Internet on employee
interests have been salutary and many have yet to
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develop fully. It is therefore imperative to scrutinize
more carefully the Internet’s prospects for workers and
their unions.

Workers in the New Economy

Many popular accounts of the so-called “new econ-
omy” have inaccurately described the effects it has
had—and will have—on workers. E-commerce enthu-
siasts tend to take the rising fortunes of some as evi-
dence for the soundness of free market-based Internet
development. From this perspective, only the entrepre-
neur’s success—however unrepresentative and fleet-
ing—is significant. New economy enthusiasts
conclude that the Internet contributes to a “creative
destruction” that eventually will benefit everyone. The
fate of ordinary workers, buffeted by change and
uncertainty within their organizations, is ignored.

Some predict that organizations will “flatten,” as use
of the Internet reduces the need for middle managers
and staff positions. E-commerce enthusiasts also laud
the information-sharing possibilities throughout the
enterprise, creating a vastly more efficient workplace.
Management scholars, N.F. Crandall and M.]. Wallace,
for instance, describe the “virtual workplace” as

... bound neither by time nor space, where work gets done by
people in harmony with technology to create goods and ser-
vices on demand. There is a seamless interface among people
working together in one place at one time, at different places

and at different times, or any other combination that success-
fully meets customer requirements and demands. . ..

Digital optimists stress the Internet’s myriad efficien-
cies: enhanced communications and global reach with
much reduced investments in physical infrastructure
and labor costs. Microsoft Chair Bill Gates goes farther,
promising a future without pain: a “frictionless capital-
ism” in which all—especially developing nations—will
benefit from their increasing participation in software
and other digital industries.

But even those most enthusiastic about this vision
advise caution. Management scholars Crandall and
Wallace, for instance, warn that people and technology
must be “integrated” in ways that allow all stakehold-
ers (companies, employees, shareholders, and cus-
tomers) to thrive in the next century. In part, this
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means that employees must take more responsibility
for “managing” their own careers.

Clearly, the virtual workplace described by e-com-
merce advocates is driven more by the economizing
impulse in business than by any conception of social
responsibility illuminated by the needs of workers.
Highly skilled computer professionals may benefit
from the flexibility a virtual workplace provides, but
median workers may find that many work opportuni-
ties lie outside of their skills and interests, and they are
likely to find intensified competition over a geographi-
cally broader labor market.

Those less optimistic about digitally-mediated
economies worry that pay scales and common terms of
employment will tend to disappear. Increasingly, indi-
viduals must negotiate their own rates of compensa-
tion and all aspects of terms of employment. Some
workers will be powerless to refuse significant reduc-
tions in compensation, and labor markets may increas-
ingly resemble auctions in which prospective
employees seek to underbid current employees.

The recent controversy surrounding Amazon.com
portends such “hyper-marketization” effects of the
Internet. Consumers found that the on-line retailer
practiced “dynamic pricing”—the adjustment of prices
based on information in the customer database—and
thus two prospective buyers inquiring about a product
would be quoted different prices. (Notably, the
Internet itself was used to expose Amazon.com’s prac-
tice, resulting in its suspension.) Amazon.com also
applies dynamic pricing to labor; for instance, cus-
tomer service has been transferred to a low-cost sub-
contractor in India. WashTech, a union-supported
workers’ rights group in the state of Washington, has
collected numerous complaints from workers pressed
by Amazon.com’s interest in cost reduction, and the
group reports that workers may continue to be disad-
vantaged by “instant” sub-contracting or dynamic
pricing of labor.

Those less optimistic about digitally-mediated
economies worry that pay scales and common
terms of employment will tend to disappear.

Several assumptions of classical economics obscure
understanding of labor’s plight under digital capital-
ism. The traditional economic model presupposes that
competition is conducted in an ideal state in which
labor demand and supply are equal and unemploy-
ment cannot exist. At the equilibrium wage, employers
and workers simultaneously maximize profits and
individual utility. In the absence of constraints on the

market, each worker receives no more and no less
than the value of his or her specific contribution to the
enterprise (marginal product), which constitutes just
compensation. In this view, new Internet technologies
modify the outlines of market processes but do not
alter the essential justice of market transactions.

However, as so-called institutionalist (evolutionary)
and Marxist economists, among others, have pointed
out, market interactions do not always lead to just out-
comes. For instance, labor can suffer from “monop-
sony” effects, monopoly power among buyers of
labor. Some employers have the power to determine
patterns of compensation in their labor markets,
depressing wages below marginal product. Low
wages may actually depress employee commitment
and motivation even while permitting high profits.

Traditional economics obscures the role of power in
economic relationships. The individual’s right of exit
or refusal to participate in a transaction does not
ensure that he has the power to resist exploitation. The
traditional model relies on a fictitious market-space in
which individuals are the locus of decision-making, a
space where individual choice is decisive and man-
agers lack power. The imagined market-space
obscures particular realms of oppressive labor prac-
tices such as domestic and international “sweat-
shops,” where workers find unhealthy working
conditions that they would never “freely” choose.

The economizing effect of the Internet attenuates
socially desirable checks on market forces. Employees’
expectations of career and salary progression, which
otherwise build employee commitment, are under-
mined by aspects of virtual workplace and by hyper-
marketization.

Unionism and Free Association

Abusive authority in the workplace remains an
enduring obstacle to justice and human development.
In any economic system, those without authority pos-
sess interests distinct from those who own or manage
that system. Given the persistence of abusive forms of
authority in market relationships, trade unionism
derives its rationale from workers” need to counter
such power. If anything, the consistent growth in size
and resources of the corporate enterprise increases the
need for counter-organization.

The moral case for unionism derives in part from
the broadly-accepted right to freedom of association
(recognized, among other foundational works, in the
U.S. Bill of Rights and the United Nations Declaration of
Fundamental Human Rights). Free association is an
aspect of the autonomy of human beings, and union
power often preserves a sphere of freedom for
employees. Unions negotiate terms of due process,
including protection against unfair discipline and dis-
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charge. But unions also limit worker autonomy when,
for instance, they secure the right to represent all
employees in a bargaining unit. Although the individ-
ual loses the freedom to negotiate his or her terms of
employment, the worker gains power relative to man-
agers and is less subject to arbitrary control.
Employees retain the right to elect union leadership,

The moral case for unionism derives in part
from the broadly-accepted right to freedom of
association. . ..

form opposition groups, sue the union for failure to
provide fair representation, resign from the union (if
they continue to pay so-called agency fees in certain
states) or vote to decertify the union as their bargain-
ing agent. In no case can workers be said to possess the
right to freely associate if they lack legal protections for
organizing and employers are legally empowered to
suppress unionism.
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Unionism also derives its moral force from the plu-
ralist argument that society is comprised of myriad
interests. The public interest emerges from a process of
articulation, mobilization, and compromise of those
interests. Unions, no less than other institutions within
society, also express and promote the interests of the
group. Further, as Institute for Philosophy and Public
Policy research scholar Peter Levine has argued in
these pages, civil society is best understood as a realm
of intermediate associations which check the potential
abuse of power by the state and increase society’s
capacity to resolve vexing problems without violence.
In this context, unionism is clearly an important ele-
ment of civil society.

Benefits of Unionization

Unionism can be a potent remedy for worker
exploitation in free markets. Institutional economists,
most notably Richard Freeman and James Medoff,
have marshaled convincing evidence that collective
bargaining can improve the treatment of employees
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and also increase productivity. Collective bargaining
not only boosts wages, but it also tends to stimulate
efficiencies to fund the wage increase. One result is
that both labor and management share an interest in
increasing the quality of labor, commonly achieved
through better worker training.

Unionism also itself contributes a mechanism for
worker voice in politics since, in the absence of unions,
employers tend to dominate political debate to the dis-
advantage of employees. Consider, for instance, the
nature of politics in the southern U.S. The so-called
solid South refers to one-party dominance in electoral
votes in southern states, which now benefits
Republican presidential candidates. While many
would attribute this phenomenon to voters’ conser-
vatism, one can reasonably suggest that the present
political reality is due in part to the absence of a labor
movement as a factor in promoting more pluralist pol-
itics, more serious inter-party competition, and less
certain political outcomes.

American unions are relatively weak these days, with
private sector union density dipping below ten percent
and vast regions of the country nearly union-free.
Although it is difficult to determine an optimal level of
union density and political power, one could argue that
a more powerful labor movement would combat exces-
sive economic inequality and enhance two-party com-
petition nationally. One might also anticipate that
employers would invite dialogue with unions on pub-
lic policy issues of mutual concern. These develop-
ments would advance, as Peter Levine has argued,
“robust and diverse debate” within civil society.

Internet Unionism

Union weakness, economic globalization, and
changing technology require the labor movement to
reconsider its structure and strategy. No one optimum
model exists for unionism, and continuous adaptation
to the environment is essential.

The Internet can contribute to the debate about the
proper form employee representation should take. As
early as 1972, Charles Levinson of the International
Chemical Workers Federation suggested that unions
use computerized data banks through telex networks
to distribute company information. Today, unions typi-
cally rely on Web sites to more fully involve members
and better mobilize allies in labor struggles.

As political theorist Harry Boyte, among others, has
noted, the Internet provides “free spaces,” a realm of
voluntary associations that “sustain an important mea-
sure of independence from large-scale systems and
institutions of government” while they at the same
time allow the “practice of power among different
interests.” Not just unionized workers, but workers of
anti-union employers also need the kind of free space
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provided by the Internet, since labor law circumscribes
the opportunities to organize at the workplace. While
factories, malls, and public spaces all have rules that
limit the timing and character of protest, the Internet
provides an alternative and less rule-bound space for
protest, airing grievances, with no limit to geography.

Further, union leaders themselves have no more con-
trol over Internet activism than do employers. Though
union leaders can control the content of an official Web
site, and moderate its discussion groups, dissident
union activists are free to establish their own Internet
presence, and need not rely either on official union
hierarchies or on employer hierarchies.

Sociologist Arthur Shostak has provided several
examples of labor’s uses of the Internet. The Hotel,
Restaurant, and Bartenders Union used a Web site to
construct “virtual picket lines” alerting the public to
the details of their disputes with employers and invit-
ing support. Unions commonly rely on Web sites to
collect complaints about working conditions, deficien-
cies in product design or fabrication, large-scale elec-
tronic mailing to rally its members.

Unions are also using the Internet in increasingly
innovative ways. For instance, workingfamilies.com,
inaugurated by the AFL-CIO in 1999, offers members
low-cost Internet access, inexpensive computers, news,
e-mail, chat room services, and shopping services for
union-made products.

Labor Notes, and the Association for Union
Democracy have extended their reach beyond mem-
bers of any one union; these two free-standing organi-
zations foster relationships among reform groups

Some predict that a new kind of unionism,
e-unions, will eventually predominate.
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representing a number of unions. The Labourstart Web
site provides a portal for unionists around the world,
with links to country-specific labor news and to
resources for labor organizing.

Although it remains to be seen whether workers’
access to computers and the Internet will effectively
promote the interests of workers, Labourstart’s
founder, Eric Lee, is optimistic: “The Internet is as near
to a classless society as you can get. Information is
pooled, ideas exchanged, individuals become part of a
global family.”

Further, the Internet can also disseminate informa-
tion of interest to union advocates, even information
that has been suppressed or ignored by cable services,
magazines, and newspapers, which tend to neglect
developments important to labor.
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Some predict that a new kind of unionism, e-unions,
will eventually predominate. Labor experts Wayne
Diamond and Richard Freeman describe “e-unionism”
in its fully-developed form as providing individual
representation, counseling, customized services, and
collective bargaining to a broad constituency of sup-
porters. Diamond and Freeman also predict that the
Internet will one day extend labor’s reach in helping
establish services to employees through “minority
unions” where formal representation rights have not
been won.

To the degree that the Internet provides a new
international plane for organizing, pressuring
employers, and effecting change, Internet
unionism will prove its promise.

One might characterize many of the above Internet
benefits as information effects. But more perfect infor-
mation does not by itself correct injustice in the work-
place. The Internet will prove useful to labor in

exposing and illuminating disputes, and in keeping
with the sociologizing mode. To the degree that the
Internet provides a new international plane for orga-
nizing, pressuring employers, and effecting change,
Internet unionism will prove its promise.

Effective labor activism using the Internet requires
constructive engagement with employers and govern-
ment. Legal scholar Cass Sunstein has warned that the
Internet may exacerbate social polarization as identity-
group Web sites tend to reinforce the biases of its par-
ticipants. Internet unionism, on the other hand, cannot
succeed without dialog and compromise. Internet
unionists must take care to combine protest with
responsibility.

Distributivism

Two nineteenth-century labor organizations, the
National Labor Union and Knights of Labor, protested
the rise of powerful corporations, insisting that corpo-
rations distorted legitimate conceptions of enterprise
and obstructed broader opportunity. Drawing inspira-
tion from Thomas Paine and other democrats who
stressed that widely-distributed property was a neces-

Several Useful Labor Web Sites

www.labourstart.org
Eric Lee’s international labor portal.

www.workingfamilies.com

An AFL-CIO initiative to build union consciousness in workplace, in buying, and in politics. The
site includes links to the Web sites of many U.S. unions.

www.workingtoday.org

Working Today is a national nonprofit membership (and union-like) organization for “indepen-
dent” workers: freelancers, independent contractors, temporary workers, part-timers, contingent
workers, and people working from home. The Web site plays a critical role in informing members
and allied workers of their rights. One new project is the development of a portable benefits plan.

www.washtech.org
Web site of the Washington Alliance of Technology Workers. It is an initiative of temporary work-
ers and other workers at Microsoft and of pro-union employees at Amazon.com.

www.labornotes.org
Web site of a militant “rank-and-file” group across several unions. Historically members have
opposed concessionary bargaining and “union-management cooperation.”

www.uniondemocracy.com
Web site of Union Democracy in Action, a group pursuing legal action and pressure tactics to
enhance union democracy.
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sary component of social justice, these early unionists
advocated a vision of small-scale internally democratic
workshops as an alternative to the emerging corporate
monoliths. Some have called this philosophy “distrib-
utivism,” and the Internet has renewed its relevance.
In a variety of ways, computers enhance the poten-
tial for craft-based production. They replace fixed,
dedicated tools with open-ended, configurable, sys-
tems. Individuals and groups can efficiently produce
their products—material as well as intellectual—in
small quantities, and they can respond rapidly to
emerging needs. Labor theorists Michael Piore and
Charles Sabel find that some communities of skilled
craft workers are already taking advantage of “flexible
specialization”:
It is seen in the networks of technologically sophisticated,
highly flexible manufacturing firms in central and northwest-
ern Italy. Flexible specialization is a strategy of permanent
innovation: accommodation to ceaseless change, rather than
an effort to control it. This strategy is based on flexible “multi-
use” equipment: skilled workers; and the creation, through
politics, of an industrial community that restricts the forms of
competition to those favoring innovation. For these reasons,

the spread of flexible specialization amounts to a revival of
craft forms of production. ...

Piore and Sabel provocatively argue for the possible
revival of the dream of “artisanal democracy”, of an
economy based on craft communities as part of a more
democratic, egalitarian society. Computer networks
permit one-of-a-kind customization, and the produc-
tion of smaller-yet cost-efficient—quantities that offer
an alternative to traditional mass production. Piore
and Sabel also predict that smaller organizations are
sometimes better suited than corporate monoliths to
succeed in an increasingly volatile global economy.

Consider the examples of mod music and the Linux
operating system. Invented in the 1980s by Amiga
computer users, the mod file format requires the col-
laboration of many computer users, who send to one
another a set of instructions commanding the com-
puter to direct digitized samples of music instruments
to multiple speakers and mix them according to a
score, resulting in ever-evolving and collaborative
musical works.

Merging the subcultures of programmers and com-
posers, mod files are typically available free of charge,
as is modplayer software, transforming any low-pow-
ered computer into a musical workshop. The individ-
ual computer user may assemble sounds collected
from around the world in order to compose music
(which then is available to others on the Web).
Contributors receive recognition from their peers, par-
ticipate in the mod-based “gift” economy, and they
may also earn money for their music or software in
other contexts.

Linux, the well-known open-source operating sys-
tem, was developed—and continues to be devel-
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oped—by many programmers and work groups who
collaborate and share their work over the Internet.
Anyone is free to sell a version of Linux or instructions
for its use, but no one has proprietary rights over the
operating system.

Computer music and open-source software demon-
strate that skilled craftsmen can practice their skills on
the Internet and reshape enterprise. Stacy Mitchell of
the Institute for Local Self-Reliance suggests that the
Internet can aid small local enterprises (such as neigh-
borhood bookstores) in industries increasingly domi-
nated by giant corporations. For instance, the
American Booksellers Association represents 3,500
local bookstores and operates a Web site, combining
the virtues of neighborhood enterprise and national
alliances.

Conclusions about Internet Unionism

These examples show that any sustainable model of
craft-based enterprise on the Internet would consist of
brick-and-mortar workshops linked to one another
and broader employee networks by the Internet. Trade
unions would press for needed employer investments
in workplace infrastructure, foreclosing the more
exploitive forms of the virtual workplace. Unionists
would advocate the establishment of labor standards
and union contracts in such workshops, enrolling
members on both the shop floor as well as on-line, and
electronically notifying government and community
organization of violations. Union activists would use
the Internet and computer technology to counsel and
train workers, research and develop products, and
facilitate internal union debate.

Networks of small craft-oriented workshops are
innovative in product design, responsive to consumer
preferences, and focused on quality. Unions should
press state governments help such networks flourish
by assisting with infrastructure, training, and Internet
access, and by involving unions in economic policy-
making. National unions can take advantage of
employer interest in a decentralized department struc-
ture within the larger enterprise.
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