Trade Unions, Inequality, and Democracy in the US and Mexico
Chris Tilly

ABSTRACT

The literature posits varied ways in which trade unions may affect democracy and inequality. This article
considers that set of relationships in the United States and Mexico during the 20th and early 21st centuries.
Over this period, in broad terms democracy and equality increased, then decreased in the United States; in
Mexico equality followed a similar pattern, but democracy followed an inverse pattern subsequent to the
Mexican Revolution. In both countries, how trade unions related to and contributed to these changes varies
greatly by sub-category of union. Some groups of unions have pushed for greater democracy and equality,
whereas others have defended undemocratic or unequal aspects of the status quo. In both countries, intra-
union democracy remains limited and problematic.
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INTRODUCTION

Unions have been hailed as defenders of democracy and equality, and damned as preservers of privilege and
corruption. The global spread of neoliberalism has intensified this debate world-wide, but nowhere has it
reached a higher pitch than in the United States and Mexico. In these two neighboring North American
countries, one rich and one middle-income, economic liberals have battered unions over the last three
decades, and unions have fought a largely defensive battle. This article surveys unions' activities in recent
decades to examine links between unions, democracy, and equality. The central argument is that it is
essential to disaggregate the labor movement in order to make sense of these links. Both sides of the debate
have merit with reference to particular currents within the labor movement of each country. Moreover, even
within particular currents, the relationship between unions, democracy, and equality is mixed and complex.
Finally, the massive labor migration between the two countries turns out to play a particular role in this set of
linkages in the USA.

The article begins with a brief review of relevant literature on the role of unions. A compressed summary of
the historical background and main current trends in democracy and inequality in the two countries follows.
The heart of the article addresses the varied categories of unions in the two countries, and their relationships
with democracy and inequality. Concluding remarks close the article.

Chris Tilly is Professor of Urban Planning and Director of the Institute for Research on Labor and Employment, University of California
Los Angeles. E-mail: tilly@ucla.edu
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WHAT ARE UNIONS' ROLE?

The scholarly literature and political discourse have considered unions' role and impact in two arenas,
economic and political. A long-standing tenet of neoclassical economics is that by raising the compensation
rate for labor above a market-clearing level, unions reduce efficiency, causing businesses to substitute capital
for labor and hire fewer workers than they would otherwise (see, for example, Hamermesh 1984). Freeman
and Medoff (1984) argued instead that unions have two faces, a "monopoly” face that reduces efficiency, but
also a “voice” face that can increase it. The second controversial economic question is whether unions
exacerbate or abate inequality. Unions are often criticized for bolstering the wages of a privileged minority
(Reynolds 1984), for overlooking the needs of women and marginalized workers (Prieto and Quinteros 2005)
and for generating disemployment effects that relegate a section of the workforce to unemployment or
informal work (Friedman 1962; Lindbeck and Snower 1988). However, I and others have held that unions are
economic equalizers (Tilly 2011a).

In the political arena, discussion of unions and democracy is somewhat more complex. This is true in part
because there are four distinct elements of this relationship. One element is the degree of economic
democracy, or worker voice in the workplace. While there is a long history of celebrating such voice as
democratic (Webb and Webb 1965 [1897]), economic liberals criticize collective workplace voice as abridging
individual freedom to contract (Holcombe and Gwartney 2010). The disagreement here is chiefly normative,
so I will not bring empirical information to bear on this element of the debate. A second element is the degree
to which unions advocate for the interests of a broader majority, either in pursuit of direct self-interest (e.g. a
higher minimum wage may aid unions by blocking low-wage competition, but also benefit the majority of
workers), or through broader or more long-term objectives. Again, there are literatures lauding unions for
advancing majority interests (Harcourt and Wood 2007), but also deploring union pursuit of self-interest at
the expense of vulnerable non-union populations who may make up the majority (Cortazar, Lustig, and Sabot
1998). An added dimension of this element is unions' roles in democratic transitions as opposed to in the
ongoing functioning of democratic polities (Kraus 2007). A third element is unions' relationships with political
parties: union political influence in social democracies is quite different from party control over unions in
communist regimes (Crouch and Streeck 2006). The final element is internal union democracy (Lipset, Trow,
and Coleman 1956). The various elements interact; for instance, some have suggested that preserving
pluralist democracy requires unions to limit internal democracy in order to subordinate their members'
interests to broader social goals (Crouch 1979).

This article does not aspire to resolve these long-running debates. Rather, it takes the debates as context for
considering how unions have affected inequality and democracy in the USA and Mexico. The next step is to
summarize in general terms the recent evolution of democracy and inequality in the two countries.

DEMOCRACY AND INEQUALITY IN THE USA AND MEXICO, 1910-2010
This analysis adopts Tilly's compact definition that “a regime is democratic to the degree that political
relations between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, protected, and mutually binding

consultation” (2007: 12-13). It considers both categorical inequality (for example, by gender or race), and
overall distribution of resources (what are the relative positions of rich, middle income, and poor?).
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US U-TURN

Over most of the last century, the USA, in broad terms, has looped from expansion of equality and democracy
to contraction of equality and democracy. The National Labor Relations Act, along with other legislation
building up a rudimentary welfare state, was enacted in the 1930s under the leadership of President
Roosevelt (1933-45). Butin the 1970s the arc of history curved in the other direction. Republican Presidents
Nixon (1969-74) and especially Reagan (1981-1988) mobilized the fearful and resentful white majority and
religious conservatives to cap and reverse the expansion of democracy and to adopt a disequalizing economic
program that later became known as neoliberalism. Post-1970 presidents from the Democrats, the other
major party, adopted similar programs. Neoliberalism has included economic deregulation, tight controls on
inflation (protecting financial creditors) even at the cost of increasing unemployment, reductions in taxes and
anti-poverty spending, and free trade agreements and other policies facilitating economic globalization.
Large sectors of business pushed for most elements of this program, and also shifted toward outsourcing,
more unequal systems of compensation, and fierce opposition to unions. US labor law in the form of the 1935
National Labor Relations Act turned out to be a flimsy protection against employer opposition: it does not
impede employer delaying tactics, “captive audience” meetings, one-on-one interrogation of workers, or
permanently replacing strikers; though it does outlaw retaliatory firing, the penalties are so trivial that firings
in union campaigns soared from 1 per 689 pro-union votes in 1951-55 to 1 per 38 in 1981-85 (Schmitt and
Zipperer 2009). Some have argued that highly individualized civil rights legislation undermined collective
rights secured through unions (Frymer 2004; Lichtenstein 2002). Republican administrations starting with
Reagan also made a set of administrative decisions regarding the law that cleared the way for employer
resistance (Reagan's mass firing of striking air traffic controllers in 1981 set the tone). Union density
consequently plummeted from about one-third in the mid-1950s to just over 10 percent today (Schmitt and
Zipperer 2009). The cumulative result of these neoliberal changes was a surge in inequality, and particularly
in the gap between the very rich and the rest (Danziger and Gottschalk 1993; Tilly 2006). rogress toward
racial equality stalled. One dimension in which movement toward equality has continued is gender, but this
has chiefly been due to falling real wages for a large proportion of men (Tilly 2006).

US democracy has also wilted. Money increasingly dominates election campaigns (Urofsky 2005), the more
so since the 2010 “Citizens United” Supreme Court decision equating campaign donations with
constitutionally protected speech (Youn 2011). “Voter suppression” campaigns designed to deter low-income
voters, especially those of color, from coming to the polls through intimidation or added requirements have
become ubiquitous, echoing some of the old Jim Crow tactics used to keep blacks from voting (Stringer 2008).
Through the so-called War on Drugs and harsh sentencing guidelines, the USA has imprisoned 2.3 million
people, 743 per 100,000 population (the highest rate globally), overwhelmingly low-income men of color
(Porter 2011; Western 2006). Since most states permanently bar convicted felons from voting, this leads to
further exclusion of citizens from voting. And the US War on Terrorism has placed new restrictions on rights to
privacy and dissent.

One group squeezed by the intersection of growing inequality and shrinking democracy is undocumented
immigrants. As Korzeniewicz and Moran (2009) point out, income inequalities across countries dwarf
inequalities within them, and large-scale international migration is one effective way to lessen these yawning
cross-national income gaps (though the tradeoffs involved in such migration are hotly debated; see Tilly
2011b). An estimated 11 million undocumented migrants, mostly from Mexico, reside in the United States
(Passel and Cohn 2011). Though virtually all came to work (or are family members of those who came to
work) based on labor demand from US employers, they are relegated to a shadowy, highly vulnerable
existence under threat of deportation. However, there are prospects for change in US immigration policy,
responding to widespread sympathy for migrants among the increasingly numerous voters of Latin American
descent. In 2012, President Obama's Deferred Action executive order gave undocumented migrants who
came as children a pathway to temporary legal residency. In late 2012, as this article was completed, there
was much prognostication that Republicans, stung by low levels of support from Latino voters that
contributed to Democrat Obama's reelection as President, were likely to join Democrats in passing a limited
version of comprehensive immigration reform, including a broader pathway to citizenship for unauthorized
immigrants.
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MEXICO: FROM REVOLUTION TO LIBERALIZATION

Mexico started the last hundred years in revolution, only to end up with neoliberal economic policy and highly
constrained democracy. Modern Mexico began with the 1910-20 Mexican Revolution. The 1917 Constitution
and the 1931 Federal Labor Law established protections for unions and labor, and also instituted mechanisms
of government control over unions, notably through periodic approval of union charters and leadership.
Populist President Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940) consolidated the one-party rule of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party by nationalizing key industries (notably petroleum), carrying out land reform, building a
corporatist system that included unions along with peasant organizations and other sectors, and promoting
union organization within the corporatist framework. On Tilly's definition of democracy, the Revolution and
Cardenas's populist corporatism democratized by ending dictatorship and establishing consultation with
popular organizations, but limited democracy by confining consultation to the elites at the top of the
organizations. In terms of equality, policies of land reform, nationalization, unionization, and establishment of
the corporatist pact were redistributive.

From the late 1940s through the 1970s, Mexico, like most of the rest of Latin America, followed an economic
strategy of import substitution. But Mexico's import substitution model ran aground on the Third World debt
crisis, and starting in the 1980s the country moved to a neoliberal export-oriented model featuring free trade
agreements, privatization of public enterprises, slashing of subsidies, partial reversal of land reform, and
promotion of export assembly (Cook 2007). Earnings and employment growth over this period have been
slow and irregular, and the changes have disrupted traditional livelihoods in agriculture and manufacturing
(Bortz and Aguila 2006; Cook 2007; Cortés 2006; Pérez, Schlesinger, and Wise 2009). Real wages fell in the
1980s and 1990s, and grew slowly in the 2000s (Bortz and Aguila 2006; Salas and Cepeda 2003, 2006).
However, total incomes actually grew faster at the bottom than at the top of the income distribution between
1977-2002, in large part due to the Solidaridad/Oportunidades program of conditional cash transfers to the
poorest. Real median monthly income grew 3 percent overall over this period, but 35 percent in the lowest
decile and only 5 percent in the top decile (calculated from Cortés 2006 Table 3); though at the very top
liberalization and privatization created a new class of billionaires led by telecommunications and retail
magnate Carlos Slim, by some measures the richest man in the world. Meanwhile, a constant in Mexican
history has been marginalization and poverty of indigenous populations, an issue dramatized by the Zapatista
movement that emerged in 1994.

As dissatisfaction with the government grew, the National Action Party (PAN) flanking the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI) to the right and the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) to its left gained
support. It is widely believed that the PRI stole the 1988 presidential election from Cuauhtemoc Cardenas
(son of Lazaro), representing the coalition that later coalesced into the PRD. Partly in response to the scandal,
Presidents Salinas (1988-2004) and Zedillo (2004-2010) undertook political liberalization. In 1998 the PRI
finally lost majority control of the parliament, and in the 2000 presidential elections PAN candidate Vicente
Fox was elected, ending seven decades of PRI rule. These changes did not signal a transition to thorough-
going democracy, however. In 2006 supporters of PRD presidential candidate Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador
claimed, with some credible evidence, that the election was stolen by the PAN's Felipe Calderdn, and there
have been many instances of repression, corruption, and chicanery at the state and local levels. Moreover, the
spike in violence associated with Calderdn's escalation of the war on drugs has claimed the lives of journalists,
politicians, and grassroots activists, led to restrictions on civil rights, and created a general atmosphere of
fear and suspicion. In 2012, amidst widespread disenchantment with the PAN's Calderén, PRI standard-
bearer Enrique Pefia Nieto won the presidency back for his party.
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Both the end of the PRI monopoly and the neoliberal turn have chilled government relations with unions
(Bensusan and Cook 2003). In 1997, a number of unions broke away from the CTM to join with independent
unions in forming the National Workers' Union (UNT) federation. In subsequent symbolically weighty actions,
the Fox administration attempted to oust the leadership of the militant miners' union, and Calderdn used a
lightning military operation to close the publicly owned Mexico City light and power company and fire the
unionized workers. Unionization statistics are notoriously problematic, but the best estimates indicate that
union density fell from 14 to 10 percent between 1992 and 2002. Beginning in the 1980s, successive Mexican
administrations also sought to liberalize the labor laws and lessen worker protections (Cook 2007; Dion 2010;
de la Garza 2011). Over the same period, in a form of de facto liberalization, growth of formal employment
has lagged and informal employment falling outside the reach of labor law has claimed a growing share of the
labor force, (Levy 2008). In November 2012, Mexico finally passed a labor law revision that increased
employer flexibility and scaled back labor standards dating back to the 1930s.

With regard to migration, Mexico occupies an interesting intermediate position. As noted above, it is the
major sender of migrants to the USA, and indeed the Mexican economy depends crucially on migrant
remittances (Laglagaron 2010). Atthe same time, Mexico is a major recipient and transit point for migrants
from other Latin American countries, and has been criticized for poor treatment of those migrants and for
failing to protect them from growing kidnapping and extortion activities by organized crime (Tilly and
Kennedy 2007).

UNIONS, DEMOCRACY, AND EQUALITY IN THE USA AND MEXICO

In this section, I will consider (1) the relative degree to which unions defend privilege or extend equality; (2)
their relationship with political parties and the party system; and (3) the nature and degree of internal
democracy within unions, in the two countries. To understand the relationship between unions, democracy,
and equality in the USA and Mexico, it is essential to disaggregate unions into different streams or traditions.
I will disaggregate unions according to an inequality logic in the USA and a political logic in Mexico (and
therefore will present the analysis in a different order in each country), because these are the logics most
salientin the two countries.

US UNIONS AND INEQUALITY

In the USA, unions' relationship to inequality, and particularly categorical inequality, is a particularly
important dividing line. Examining the relationship between unions and inequality requires looking at both
aggregate or class inequality (particularly divisions between skilled and unskilled workers) and categorical
inequality. Categories of gender, race and ethnicity, and recency of immigration are particularly important. To
divide up US unions, I build on and update a typology proposed by Milkman (1990), drawing also on insights
from Asher and Stephenson (1990), Fine and Tichenor (2009), Moreno (2006), and Zieger (2007). There
have been five major, lasting cohorts and forms of unionism in the United States, and each cohort has had,
and continues to have, a predominant relationship with unskilled workers, women, people of color, and to
some extent new immigrant groups. Dating back to the 19th century, the earliest stable unions were white,
male-dominated skilled craft unions, such as those in the building trades and printing, who historically viewed
women and people of color with suspicion as low-wage competitors-and to a large extent continue to do so.
These unions made up the American Federation of Labor (AFL), one component of today's American
Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). Other union movements from that era,
such as the Knights of Labor and later the International Workers of the World, welcomed women and people of
color, but did not survive. A second wave of unionism in the 1910s, especially in the clothing and textile
industries, sought to organize women and Southern and Eastern European immigrants, both of whom made
up a growing portion of the workforce in these industries-but maintained a paternalistic attitude toward them
as vulnerable workers in need of particular protection. The reality was more complicated than this attitude
would allow: women, for instance, were particularly subject to employer abuse in the early decades of the
century, but also led and took part in militant actions such as the 1909 “Uprising of the 20,000”, a hard-fought
13-week strike of women shirtwaist workers in New York City. From this second wave going forward, new
unions have tended to organize unskilled as well as skilled workers.
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The tide turned for women and people of color in the labor movement with the 1930s organizing of industrial
unions by the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), which later in 1955 merged with the AFL. Women,
African Americans, and immigrants were integral to the mass production manufacturing industries in the
1930s and 1940s, and the CIO generally organized them as equals and took a formal stand against race and
gender discrimination (Stevenson 1991). The fourth wave, consisting of service, clerical, and public sector
unions that grew after World War II have organized occupations that are predominantly female (nurses,
teachers, clerical workers) and/or disproportionately held by workers of color (janitors, hospitality workers,
security guards, public sector workers), and have been powerfully influenced by the feminist movement, the
African American civil rights movement, and movements of other people of color. Unions from this wave, such
as the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), the Hotel and Restaurant Employees (HERE, now
UNITE HERE), the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), the American
Nurses Association (ANA), and the National Education Association (NEA), have promoted women and people
of color as leaders, have campaigned for gender pay equity and family-friendly policies, and have (at times)
explicitly incorporated racial and ethnic equity in their demands and campaigns. These unions have in general
supported immigrant rights and tapped the energy of immigrant workers, as in SEIU's highly successful
Justice for Janitors campaign (Lerner, Hurst, and Adler 2008; Waldinger et al. 1998). Finally, in the last twenty
years a fifth wave of community unionism has emerged, represented by worker centers based primarily in
immigrant communities and organizing what have come to be called “excluded workers” such as day laborers,
domestic workers, most restaurant workers, and farm workers (United Workers Congress 2012; Fine 2006;
Milkman, Bloom, and Narro 2010). US unions have generally supported comprehensive immigration reform
with a path to citizenship for undocumented workers since about 2000, but service unions and community
unions, with their disproportionately immigrant membership, have been far more committed and vocal, and
for community unions immigrant rights have been a central organizing issue. (Of course, there are always
exceptions to the rule: the Laborers Union, one of the craft-based building trades, has been extremely active
on immigrant rights.) Service and community unions have also taken stronger stands on class inequality,
promoting campaigns for a higher minimum wage and even supporting the insurgent “Occupy” or “99
percent” movement that occupied public spacesin 2011 to protest inequality.

In the aggregate, at least in the post-World War II period, Freeman and Medoff (1984) and a large subsequent
literature have concluded that by raising wages more for those otherwise lower paid, US unions on net make
pay more equal (Freeman 2007; Western and Rosenfeld 2011). Indeed, the weakening of unions has
contributed to increasing inequality (Western and Rosenfeld 2011).

US UNIONS AND DEMOCRACY

The political stances of the distinct waves of unions also varied, although US unions have always been
independent in the sense of not being formally allied with, or governed by the discipline of, any political party.
The AFL craft unions espoused a political philosophy of “voluntarism”, meaning that government should not
seek to regulate employment or provide welfare but should allow unions and employers to negotiate terms.
The craft unions were integrated into the New Deal coalition with the 1955 AFL-CIO merger, but remain more
socially and economically conservative on the whole. The CIO unions and the textile and apparel unions, on
the other hand, were the left bulwark of the New Deal coalition, with a strong socialist and Communist
presence until the post-World War II purges, and have consistently supported employment regulation and a
welfare state. Key CIO unions such as the United Auto Workers supported the black civil rights movement as
well. Service and public sector unions stand even farther to the left, pushing for more redistributive policies
and regulatory policies to raise the floor of the labor market. Community unions have focused advocacy on
policies to benefit the most marginalized workers, such as wage theft ordinances and domestic worker bills of
rights (adopted at the state level in New York), and immigration reform. Despite these differences, today
virtually all unions oppose neoliberal policies, so to the extent that neoliberal policies serve the elite (Harvey
2005), unions are giving voice to the interests of the majority. In the American two-party system, the two
labor federations (the AFL-CIO and the Change to Win federation of unions led by SEIU that bolted in 2005)
and almost all large unions are allied with the Democratic Party, the more left of the two parties. Indeed, the
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unions are a vital source of financial support and electoral mobilization for the Democrats (Tilly 2011c). This
leads to a certain ambivalence on campaign finance reform, since restrictions on large contributions would
hobble the labor movement's ability to support favored candidates and causes.

With regard to union democracy, US unions have a mix of characteristics, and the degree of internal
democracy does not vary systematically across the waves. Each union includes both administrative and
representative structures; the administrative structures are most often stronger and more developed (Jarley,
Fiorito, and Delaney 1997). Unions are typically one-party organizations, in which the current leadership
controls both the administrative and representative apparatus, and space for dissent and independent
organizing is limited (Lipset, Trow, and Coleman 1956; Summers 2000; Voss 2010). Thus “the great paradox
of the American labor movement: democratic for the outside; restrictive and bureaucratic for the inside,” in
the words of Herman Benson (cited in Moberg 2005: 106). Atthe same time, US unions are mostly relatively
decentralized, and there is evidence that effective union action depends on responsiveness to members and
involvement and mobilization of members (Levi et al. 2009; Lopez 2004). And as Voss points out, unions'
efforts to “aggregate the interests of diverse workers and represent new constituencies” (2010: 369)
constitute other dimensions of democracy. Community unions are a special case that illustrates Voss's point:
they encourage grassroots involvement, but are typically organized as NGOs rather than representative
membership organizations, which places some limits on their accountability to workers.

MEXICAN UNIONS AND DEMOCRACY

The key dividing line among Mexican unions is that between “official” and “independent” unions (Bensusan
and Alcalde 2000; Kohout 2008; Zazueta and de la Pefia 1981). Official unions are those that maintain a pact
with the state: they will provide political support and wage restraint in return for preferential government
recognition (allowing them to expand membership and collect dues), access to patronage, and other benefits.
Independent unions are those that eschew such a pact. A third category consists of “white” or sweetheart
unions, i.e. unions that represent the interests of the employer rather than the workers (functioning primarily
to block any possibility of establishing a genuine union). Roxborough (1984), Middlebrook (1995), and Tilly
(forthcoming) have cautioned against drawing broader conclusions about union behavior from the distinction
between official and independent unions. Some official unions militantly defend worker interests, and, at least
during the import substitution era, economic benefits for workers (growing real wages, close-to-full
employment, and a welfare state) were part of the pact.

According to one estimate, in 1980 official unions made up 74 percent of unions (and 84 percent of unionized
workers), white unions (controlled directly by employers) 14 percent, and independent unions 12 percent (de
la Garza 1993). Official and white unions are primarily part of the Labor Congress (CT) a grouping of
federations, of which the largest by far is the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM). Historically, the CT
and CTM were integrated into the PRI ruling party's organizational structure, and were committed to
supporting the PRI's authoritarian rule rather than pushing for democracy as their counterparts did elsewhere
in Latin America (Brickner 2010). The PRI loosened these ties in 1988 by reducing the number of
parliamentary seats allocated to labor leaders, and even more in 1990 by shifting from a sectoral to a
territorial organizational form (Cook 2007). To be sure, the logic of official unionism was clearer during one-
party rule and before neoliberalism shifted the state's allegiances away from unions. But the state retains the
power to reward or punish unions, as Fox's and Calderdn's high profile attacks on the miners' and electrical
worker unions, and conversely their alliance with leader Elba Esther Gordillo of the teacher's union (SNTE),
have demonstrated. In this context, and given their limited capacity to mobilize workers (Middlebrook 1995),
official unions have clung to what is left of the historic pact with the state. They have not been, and are not
now, a force for democracy.
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As noted above, the National Workers' Union (UNT) is the main confederation bringing together independent
unions. Some independent unions remain outside the UNT (the miner's union remains part of the CTM), and
there are also some powerful independent-minded factions within the official unions, most notably the
National Coalition of Education Workers (CNTE), a reform group within the teachers' union dating back to
1979 (Cook 1996). Independent unions have also been joined by community union-type organizations,
especially in the export assembly sector (Bensusan and Tilly 2010; Collins 2006; Frambach 2010-11). By
design, the UNT and other independent and community unions are not affiliated with any particular party, but
their sharp criticism of neoliberal policy and advocacy for working class interests tends to align them with the
center-left Party of the Democratic Revolution, and with other popular forces. Independent unions and
independent factions within official unions have been advocates for expanding Mexican democracy.

As regards internal union democracy, to start with, white unions are by definition not representative of the
workers, and in fact members of these unions may be unaware of the unions' existence (Tilly and Alvarez
2006) (it is a closed-shop system in which workers are automatically union members but there is no
automatic notification; union fees are paid by the employer). And for all unions, the state's ability to intervene
has generally been used to stifle internal democracy rather than stimulate it, and governing parties for labor
reform have emphasized flexibilization rather than democratization, all of which dampens efforts to expand
internal democracy (de la Garza 2003; Renddn 2001). Indeed, in adopting reform of labor laws in 2012, the
center-right PRI, which historically has had the strongest ties to official unions, defeated left proposals to
include provisions democratizing unions. Tendentially, official unions are more centralized and top-down, with
little involvement of membership, whereas independent unions are more democratic, but there is variation
within both categories. For example, the independent electrical workers' union has exercised procedural and
substantive democracy, but the newly independent miners' union remains hierarchical, headed by the son of
the former union boss who put down insurgents within the union. As in the USA, community unions combine
grassroots mobilization with an often non-representative NGO form of organization.

MEXICAN UNIONS AND INEQUALITY

Once again, I consider union practices with respect to race, class, and gender inequality. Though the
marginalization of indigenous people, the main ethnic divide in Mexico, is a critically important issue for the
nation, indigenous identity is mainly limited to rural communities where unions have little presence (Lopez
1991). Unions are also strongest in the industrialized, urbanized north and center of the country, and weakest
in the poorer, more indigenous south. In any case, unions have not focused on the needs of indigenous
workers. However, independent unions have formed political alliances with the indigenous Zapatista
movement and other rural organizations as part of mobilizing against neoliberalism (Khasnabish 2005).
Moreover, within the teachers' union, which has national reach, southern Mexican teachers, many indigenous,
from the southern states of Chiapas and Oaxaca have played an active revitalizing role. Indigenous teachers
from Chiapas began organizing in the early 1970s and laid the basis for forming the CNTE reform organization
within the union (Street 1996), and indigenous teachers from Oaxaca went on strike and precipitated the
uprising in that state in 2006 (Arenal 2007).

Most Mexican unions are industrial in form, meaning that they seek to organize all workers, skilled and
unskilled, within an enterprise (de la Garza 2003). Unions have been less effective in extending their reach to
industries with high concentrations of unskilled or low-paid workers. The strongest unions are those based in
the public sector and other monopoly industries (petroleum, mining, transportation, and the like) (Bensusan
and Alcalde 2000). Among the large unions, there is no equivalent to the USA-based SEIU's use of its base in
the public sector and health care to subsidize the Justice for Janitors campaign. But the Frente Auténtico de
Trabajo, a small federation that has become part of the UNT, actively organizes informal and self-employed
workers into cooperatives and regional organizations of producers. Fairris (2003) estimates that overall,
Mexican unions equalize wages, but that decreasing union density and waning within-industry strength
significantly reduced this equalizing effect between 1984 and 1996.
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Mexican unions' attitudes toward women show historical waves of development somewhat akin to those in the
USA, although lagging behind. This lag might appear surprising, given that the 1917 Mexican Constitution
mandates equal pay for women and bars gender discrimination, provisions not incorporated into US law until
the 1960s. However, sexism and traditional roles are deeply entrenched in Mexican society, and unions have
shared these ideologies (Brickner 2010). Historically, unions in manufacturing adopted a masculinist ideology
and excluded women (Gauss 2003), and were slow to organize female-dominated industries such as apparel
manufacturing (Olcott 2003). Public sector unions, such as the SNTE teachers' union and the telephone
workers' union (telephony was a state monopoly until privatized in 1990), have incorporated women from the
beginning (60 percent of Mexican teachers, and half of telephone workers, are women). However, these
unions' historical pattern was paternalistic, protective inclusion of women similar to the early garment and
textile unions in the USA. The SNTE teachers' union, founded in 1943, did not have its first woman leader until
1989, and despite this change at the top, leadership remains male-dominated (Cook 1996). Women have
played a stronger leadership role in dissident movements within the SNTE (Arenal 2007; Cook 1996; Street
1996).

Brickner (2010) draws a contrast between the gendered practices of corporatist and democratic unions in
Mexico, categories roughly corresponding to official and independent unions. She argues that the democratic
unions have been far more open to addressing gender issues, but that action on those issues depends not just
on democracy, but on women pushing for and leading changes within the unions. Over time, the UNT
federation of independent unions has become an outspoken advocate of gender equity, and a number of UNT-
affiliated unions have created offices of women's affairs, have challenged gender discrimination and gender-
typing of jobs, and have done membership education on women's rights, domestic violence, and other gender
issues. The community unions, which include some women-only organizations, are even more outspoken,
often organizing themselves on explicitly feminist principles and actively promoting women's leadership
(Collins 2006; Frambach 2010-11).

CONCLUSION

The economic and political landscapes in the USA and Mexico are grim. Inthe USA, inequality has soared and
democracy has declined over the last four decades. In Mexico, the poorest have benefited from new welfare
programs but the working class has lost economic ground. Procedural democracy has advanced in Mexico
with the shift to a multiparty system, but abuses of procedural democracy continue, and arguably the shift to
neoliberalism at the expense of the majority marks a backward movement in substantive democracy. The
ascendancy of neoliberalism, including attacks on unions and workers' right to collective action, are a
common feature of the two countries.

In this unfavorable context, to what extent have unions defended equality and democracy? The answer
depends greatly on which unions are in question. Unions have in general acted to moderate class inequalities
(though Mexico's white unions instead work to preserve those inequalities). But when it comes to promoting
the interests of unskilled and informal workers, women, and, in the USA, people of color and immigrants,
unions have shown varying degrees of commitment. In the USA, service and public sector unions and the new
crop of community unions have taken the lead in organizing and advocating for these subaltern populations,
whereas earlier waves of unions have been more ambivalent or even hostile to these populations. In Mexico,
independent unions and, again, community unions have led in confronting gender inequality and
representing informal workers; official unions have largely preserved male domination and limit their scope to
formal workers.
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Different categories of unions have also differed in their orientations to political and intra-union democracy.
In the USA, each successive wave of unions was historically increasingly committed to political democracy,
but at this point virtually all unions are united in opposition to the undemocratic aspects of neoliberalism. A
weak point in US unions' support for democracy is their ambivalence on campaign finance reform. In Mexico,
there is a sharper distinction in how different groups of unions relate to political democracy. Official unions
trace their roots to authoritarian corporatism, and continue to support the state with all its authoritarian
aspects. Independent and community unions, in contrast, continually challenge and dissent from the state
and its policies, advocating for greater substantive and procedural democracy.

Democracy within unions is not a shining union strength in either country. In the USA, unions typically
function as one-party organizations, though as Voss (2003) points out limited accountability to the current
membership may paradoxically make it easier to serve broader working class interests. In Mexico,
independent unions function somewhat more democratically, but hierarchy is widespread and entrenched.

Overall, the balance sheet for democracy and equality in the USA and Mexico is discouraging. Unions, with
their mixed record on these issues, have so far not been able to transform this vista to a more positive one.
But there is potential in pro-democracy, pro-equality practices championed by the more recent waves of
unions in the USA, and by independent unions in Mexico. If broader sections of the labor movement in the two
countries can be mobilized to undertake similar practices, perhaps unions can once more become a powerful
equalizing and democratizing force.
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