Is your Boss a Marxist?
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Is your boss a Unitarist
&
, a Pluralist
 or a Marxist
?  These are the three main analytical ways of viewing industrial relations.  How your boss interprets industrial relations in your workplace has a major impact how they behave and how they expect you to behave in turn.
Unitarism: 

Unitarist type management view the workplace as a team or community
.  In other words your employer makes statements such as ‘we are all part of the same team’ etc. Conflict is seen by your boss as both unnatural and unnecessary
. Management try to convince you (and themselves) that ‘team’ spirit and management authority co-exist for the benefit of all
.  Conflict therefore is blamed on personality clashes, poor communications, bad attitude or the work of agitators
.   Individuals who are ‘difficult’ or have political ‘axes to grind’ need to be disciplined or even dismissed
.  Therefore if conflict cannot be suppressed, management believes it should be dealt with by their authority – management coercion. 
The unitarist employer rejects trade unions as a historical carry-over, brought into existence during a time of unenlightened management practices
. ‘Custom and practice’ or union rules are irritating to this type of management
.  Indeed this unitarist ideology seeks to portray trade unions as a sectional greed with little grasp of economics, the ‘national interests’ or ever where their own interests lie
.  This is also the dominant ideology in much of the media and conservative / right wing political parties
.   Even if a unitarist employer is eventually forced to recognise a trade union for collective bargaining they will try to limit the scope of negotiations to pay and other employment conditions that are at best reviewed on an annual, biennial or triennial basis.  The unitarist employer will resist employee representatives having any say over the day to day assignment and performance of work tasks, etc
 in the ever changing workplace.
Pluralism:

Pluralism on the other hand accepts that trade unions have the right to challenge managements’ ‘right to manage’
.  History has demonstrated that greater stability is achieved by collective bargaining than by outlawing trade unions
.  Enlightened managers with a pluralist approach recognise that conflict exists in the employment relationship over ‘the wage bargain’; ‘the effort bargain’ (be it physical, intellectual or emotional); ‘the imbalance of power in the workplace and labour market’ and the ‘commodity status of labour’
.  In the wage bargain the more wages a worker receives, the lower the employer’s profit and visa versa.  The conflict over effort is how much open ended effort must a worker increasingly perform in return for a fixed wage.  The imbalance of power causes conflict in that employer can generally do without any one worker but the worker’s livelihood depends on their continued employment.  Finally, workers are not commodities in that they have human needs (physical and emotional) that will change throughout their working lives and indeed working day unlike a machine that can be unplugged.  

These potential and actual conflicts need to be managed by the different sources of authority and influence within the workplace and society.  Therefore pluralism views trade unions and collective bargaining as a necessary balance to management authority if conflict is to be properly managed for the benefit of all.  Pluralist management accordingly believe they ‘can only regain control by sharing it’
.  However it is not Pluralism but Unitarism ‘in various guises is back on the employers’ agenda
'.
Marxism:

The Marxist approach to industrial relations accepts that conflict exists but that currently there is little balance between organised labour and capital, especially in an era of globalisation
.  When there is a huge difference in power between different groups in society including the workplace, the group with the greater power rarely has to use it.  This is because excessive power regularly transforms itself into a legitimate authority in the thinking of those it seeks to control.  Therefore, workers often come to believe that there is no alternative to the way their world is.  The status quo becomes legitimate and workers come to accept that ‘what is’ means ‘what must be’.  Marxism disagrees with the pluralist analysis that collective bargaining levels the playing field between management and unions.   Marxism accepts the need for trade unions and is obviously supportive of the trade union struggle but recognise that unions conventionally challenge the existing structures of society only at the margins
.  If and when an agreement is reached - management still commands; workers are still obliged to obey
.  Otherwise those in power, if seriously challenged would deploy their full power resources and such would destroy at once the illusion of a power balance’
.  
However, the Marxism view of industrial relations sees capitalism not as a natural phenomenon such as gravity, but merely a way society is currently organised, and society can be changed unlike gravity.
Critics of Marxism say its fine in theory but not in practice.  But these are two sides of the same coin.  Theory is nothing more that the realignment of thought with reality and practice is nothing more than the realignment of reality with thought.  But to leave such realignments to others, means it is their practices and ideas (i.e. their political interests) that will shape your life.
What way does your boss expect you to participate and think about industrial relations and politics?

	
	Unitarist
	Pluralist
	Marxist

	Assumption
	Common interests and values
	Different interests and values
	Inequalities in society (wealth, power, risk)

	Role of unions
	External interference
Historical anachronism
Only accepted in economic relations (if forced)
	Legitimate voice of workers
Can be a positive influence in regulation of conflict
	Workers natural response to capitalism
Potential source of class consciousness
Potential source of political mobilization

	Role of Management
	Single source of authority and loyalty
	To recognise (formal and informal ) sub groups that compete for authority and loyalty
	The capitalist (or their agent/s) is capitalism personified

	Resolution of Conflict
	Management authority
	Compromise and agreement
	Change society
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