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Rethinking Industrial Relations: appraisal, application and augmentation  

 

Gregor Gall1 and Jane Holgate2 

 

Introduction 

 

It was just twenty years ago that JŽŚŶ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ Rethinking Industrial Relations (1998) was published. It 

is one of those rare books to be found on many of the bookshelves of people working in the field of 

ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌŝĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͘ TŽ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďŽŽŬ͛Ɛ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ, we have brought together a number of 

researchers and scholars to create this special issue to both celebrate, as well as constructively 

critique, the contribution it has made to subsequent studies of union organising and mobilisation. 

The contributors to this special issue hold that Rethinking Industrial Relations is one of the key and 

outstanding contributions to the study of employment and industrial relations in the last generation. 

Indeed, Rethinking Industrial Relations is more than a worthy successor to the radical magnum 

opuses of Richard HymaŶ͛Ɛ 1975 Industrial Relations: a Marxist introduction, ĂŶĚ PĂƵů EĚǁĂƌĚƐ͛ 1986 

Conflict at Work: A Materialist Analysis of Workplace Relations. This is because the vista of 

Rethinking Industrial Relations is wider than these predecessors. It introduced mobilisation theory to 

industrial relations in an attempt to re-invigorate a declining and less-influential field of study, and 

made a political and intellectual contribution to the praxis of worker collectivism. With that in mind, 

many of the contributions in this special issue haveʹʹas part of an approach of constructive critiqueʹ
ʹsought to develop and extend the analytical (conceptual and theoretical) purchase of Rethinking 

Industrial Relations by fleshing out particular components of the main thesis contained within it. This 

introduction to the special issue provides some reflections on the changes in the political economy 

of employment, and industrial relations, since the mid to late 1990s when Rethinking Industrial 

Relations was being written. It then examines the initial reception to Rethinking Industrial Relations 

in terms of its scholarly reviews before providing an overview of the papers in this special issue. 

 

Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose 

 

At its heart, Rethinking Industrial Relations is a forceful and robust critique of the employment 

relationship and employment relations under capitalism. The book adopts a radical and Marxist 

perspectiveʹʹnot from the school of academic Marxismʹʹbut from activist and political 

interventionist perspectives, which explains why its interest has spread beyond the academy. Ten 

years after publication, we witnessed the enduring nature of capitalism despite the unfolding global 

financial crisis. In fact, capital has strengthened its hold as a result of the continued neo-liberal 

hegemony and the financialisation of economies. Employers, as the main body of the capitalist class, 

continue to hold the whip hand in the employment relationship, and ƚŚĞ ŵĂŝŶ ŽƌŐĂŶƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ 
representation, namely, unions, continue to be severely challenged in providing effective collective 

interest representation for their members and labour in general. Oppositional combativeness has 

largely been replaced by grudging acquiescence as unions have lost power and effectiveness. With 

the exception of Britain, the last vestiges of social democratic parties have adopted a form of social 

liberalism and the political challenge from the radical left has receded, with the examples of France, 

Germany, Greece, Spain and Britain showing, respectively, crisis, stasis, incorporation, decline and 

isolation.3 It is into this context, that the current epoch of capitalism should be seen in terms of how 

                                                           
1 Gregor Gall is an Affiliate Research Associate at the University of Glasgow 

(Gregor.Gall@glasgow.ac.uk) 
2Jane Holgate is Professor of Work and Employment Relations at the University of Leeds 

( j.holgate@leeds.ac.uk) 
3 In terms of external international developments rather than internal domestic developments. Thus, 

should a Corbyn-led government come to pass, it would be an outrider within Europe, representing 

mailto:Gregor.Gall@glasgow.ac.uk


it has a bearing upon reading Rethinking Industrial Relations. To put it bluntly, and notwithstanding 

systemic instability, neo-liberalism4 has strengthened its grip, making the situation identified in 

Rethinking Industrial Relations as not just the same but also significantly worse for the radical left as 

a combined intellectual and political project. Hence, the sense ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕ ƚŚĞ 
ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ ƐƚĂǇ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ͛ because the vast majority of innovations in society have been taken by 

capital and have strengthened its ability to increase the level of exploitation and oppression of 

labour.  

 

TŚĞ ͚ŐŝŐ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞŵƉůŽǇĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ƚǁŽ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ŽďǀŝŽƵƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ where capital 

via financialisation has been able to transfer risks and obligations to labour in order to extend 

control over workers and increase the rate of exploitation. And whilst it has not all been one-way 

traffic for employers, as we have witnessed unions attempting to fight back, it is, nevertheless, 

apparent that developments and innovations in union organising, community unionism and social 

movement unionism have not been sufficient to turn back the tide of neo-liberalism and head 

towards a renewal, at the very least, of social democracy (much less anything discernibly socialist). 

Strikes against the likes of Amazon (in Germany and Poland), Lidl (Belgium and Portugal) and TFI 

Friday͛s, Deliveroo and McDonald͛s (in Britain) are still testament that, unfortunately, ͚ƚǁŽ ƐǁĂůůŽǁƐ 
ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ŵĂŬĞ Ă ƐƵŵŵĞƌ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŵŝŐŚƚǇ ŽĂŬ ƚƌĞĞƐ͛ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŐƌŽǁ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ͚ůŝƚƚůĞ ĂĐŽƌŶƐ͛. WŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ 
economic insecurity and instability has grown as the safety net of the welfare state has shrunk and 

as workers seek to manage by having multiple jobs.  

 

The organisational infrastructure for the joint (bilateral between capital and labour or trilateral 

between capital, labour and state) regulation of employment relations continues to be remade, with 

those institutions of collective bargaining suffering most as trajectories toward deregulation and 

͚ƐŽĨƚ͛ ƌĞŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ŐĂƚŚĞƌ ƉĂĐĞ͘ There have been shifts in the sectoral location of the extant workforce 

and further changes to the composition of the working class with a continuing decline in 

manufacturing in many countries and growth in the (private) service sector (especially with its 

incursions into the public sector). Here employers have taken the opportunity to further fragment 

the structure of the employment relationship by heavy use of sub-contracting. Meantime and 

reflecting developments in the organisation of the political economy of capitalism, the dominant 

spatial concentrations of the working-class continue to changeʹʹmoving eastwards to south-east 

Asia, westwards to western Europe from eastern Europe, northwards from the Middle East and 

Africa to Europe.  

 

All this makes difficult terrain for organising and mobilising, no matter how these tasks are 

conceived (see, for example, Holgate et al. this issue). And yet there is something particularly 

profound happening within this on-going crisis of working-class interest representation. The way in 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

the coming together of social discontent with historical accident (receiving enough nominations to 

stand as a leadership candidate within a vastly changed Labour Party electoral system).  
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whilst also increasingly regulating labour in order to create conductive conditions for the return of 

capitalist profitability. The relationship of neo-liberalism to neo-conservatism is seen to be that neo-

conservatism emerged as a rightward moving political reaction in the United States to the 

emergence of influential progressive social movemenƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚GƌĞĂƚ 
SŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚NĞǁ DĞĂů͛Ϳ ƚŚĞƌĞ͘ TŚĞ ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ŶĞŽ-conservatism in the 

United States played a large part in globally promulgating neo-liberalism given the size and influence 

of the US economy as well as its imperialist project.  



which capitalism continually restructures and reshapes itselfʹʹwith all its attendant implications for 

employment and the employment relationshipʹʹ does not abolish wage labour and the dependence 

of capital upon labour. What is has done is make some of the dependence more fragile, more rigid 

and more concentrated (see Moody 2017). It is in this context that it is perplexing that workers and 

their unions have not more fully realised the potential of using detailed power analysis to find the 

vulnerabilities in just-in-time systems, extended supply lines, and so on, to push back and advance 

against capital (see Gall 2013a, 2013b). Whilst appropriate worker organisations to carry out this 

task are critical, organisation comes out of and is reified by appropriate worker consciousness, as the 

bedrock upon which oppositional collective organisation rests.  

 

Where does this leave Rethinking Industrial Relations? Are its premises and intentions confounded 

and challenged by this trajectory or, are they reinforced and needed ever more? The further tipping 

of the balance of power in favour of capital at the expenses of labour (and the state) and the rather 

one-sided nature of the current class-war suggests the scope of the intellectual challenge to 

Rethinking Industrial Relations is now greater than ever. Indeed, the absence of an expected upturn 

in working-class struggle, as set out by Kelly in his section on long wave theory, aptly makes this 

point.5 But this can be read as essentially a challenge for the application of the ideas contained 

within Rethinking Industrial Relations rather than for the core intellectual foundations of the book 

itself. Marxist ideas and theory are continually said by ideological opponents to be worthy of nothing 

other than confinement to the dustbin of history. With a little less regularity and occasioned by 

crises in their system, Marxist ideas and theory are sometimes acknowledged by the more thinking 

representatives of capital, like the Economist and Financial Times, to continue to have significant 

explanatory powers and, hence, undergo periodic revivals in (limited) popularity.6 However, if 

Rethinking Industrial Relations is viewed as being stronger on explaining how sectional struggles of 

workers can and do emerge, it can perhaps be suggested that the book is weaker on explaining how 

class-wide struggles of workers can and do emerge (and not because of the criticism of its use of 

long wave theory above). Here the issue of consciousness is critical, whether because of ebbs and 

flows of working-class consciousness or the colonisation of working-class consciousness by neo-

liberal ideology.  

 

Within the field of study of employment and industrial relations, the desire to research, analyse and 

explain the effects of neo-liberalism upon labour, work, and employment remains undimmed. The 

attendant and consequential breaking down of long-held patterns of attitudes and behaviours 

structuring the relationship between capital and labour, however, has also led to other intellectual 

developments in the field. These span the emergence and influence of intersectionality (McBride et 

al. 2014) making the case for a greater understanding of diverse forms of oppression and the impact 

these have on worker organisation; the publication of Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional 

Foundations of Comparative Advantage7 (Hall and Soskice, 2001) as an intellectual intervention to 

support the concept of coordinated market economies, and the continued pursuit of partnership 

between capital and labour to elicit mutual gains. In some respects, these have been more 

challenging to, than reinforcing of, the theses of Rethinking Industrial Relations for they operate 

outside the theoretical framework set out by Kelly. But in other respectsʹʹwith the exception of 

intersectionalityʹʹthey have been re-treads of earlier arguments to which Rethinking Industrial 

Relations covered and responded, and again in the case of intersectionality, can be accommodated 

within the theoretical framework of Rethinking Industrial Relations (especially with regards to 

mobilisation). 
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Responses to Rethinking Industrial Relations  

 

In this section, we review the responses and receptions to Rethinking Industrial Relations, primarily 

but not exclusively, in terms of the book͛s reviews. Elsewhere in this special issue various authors 

address a number of aspects of how Rethinking Industrial Relations has been used and applied. 

Starting with what was an unusual intervention, given the medium was a review of another book 

and seven years after the publication of Rethinking Industrial Relations, Fairbrother (2005) made 

something of an acerbic and dismissive attack upon Rethinking Industrial Relations from a radical 

position. This contrasts with other radical researchers and writers making equally searching 

criticisms, but from a far more fraternal and productive basis. Fairbrother (2005: 258, 261) argued 

with Kelly articulating a vanguardist view of union renewal and revival:  

 

Put baldly, trade unionism is in a down period, but workers will eventually heed the call of 

progressive leaders and reorganise͙Unfortunately, the Kelly analysis displays a regrettable 

partiality. Although there has been some critical assessment of the book, it has mainly been of a 

minor corrective kind rather than being a comprehensive assessment of the theoretical 

foundations of the analysis, which would challenge the partiality of union form advocated by 

Kelly. While there can be no dispute that the processes of mobilisation are important and must be 

studied, this theory is predicated on one form of unionism, namely a vanguardist conception of 

unionism͙[A]ll is well, the leaders will lead and we will be led͙This focus amounts to a partial and 

ŽǀĞƌůǇ ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞƐŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵŝƐůĞĂĚŝŶŐůǇ ƚŝƚůĞĚ ͚ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ͚ǀĂŶŐƵĂƌĚŝƐƚ͛͘  
 

In other words, Fairbrother (2005: 289) charged Kelly with creating a framework for analysis devoid 

ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĐůĂƐƐ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐness, the examination of the social relations of 

production and service, forms of collective organisation and action, and the mosaic of solidarity and 

participative actions that define such processes. But all is well, the leaders will lead and we will be 

led͛. This is not a reading of Rethinking Industrial Relations that we recognise or believe holds water 

(see also Moore 2011: 53). Indeed, and by contrast, Fairbrother suggested union democracy and 

participation were the key components of unions as collective organisations, and in doing so, was 

ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ͚ďůŝŶŬĞƌĞĚ͛ ;ƚŽ ƵƐĞ FĂŝƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐŚŽƐĞŶ ĂĚũĞĐƚŝǀĞͿ to considerations of union 

effectiveness that do not directly stem from issues of democracy and participation (see also Gall 

1998).  

 

Again coming from a radical perspective, Nolan (1999: 575, 576) begins with some barbed comments 

before charging in a somewhat cursory review that Rethinking Industrial Relations ͚ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞƐ ŵƵĐŚ 
more than it delivers͛, that it ͚contains Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ĂǀŽŝĚĂďůĞ ǁĞĂŬŶĞƐƐĞƐ͛ like overstating the 

weakness of those criticised, and does ͚not succeed in augmenting the limited stock of theory and 

concepts in AIR [academic industrial relations], of which he is so critical͛. His review finished by 

ƐƚĂƚŝŶŐ͗ ͚͙it is difficult to escape the conclusion that this book will be remembered chiefly for its 

attempt at mobilising, mining and interpreting data rather than for its theoretical contribution. A 

worthwhile attempt at serious critical reflection, a sympathetic reviewer might say, but an academic 

͚ƚŽƵƌ ĚĞ ĨŽƌĐĞ͛ [quoting from Ed Heery on the back cover] it is not͛.  
 

We believe that subsequent developments in the literature, notwithstanding any critical 

observations in this special issue ĂŶĚ NŽůĂŶ͛Ɛ reasoned criticism of the chapter on long-wave theory, 

do not support this standpoint. From a feminist perspective, Wajcman (2000: 189) argued Rethinking 

Industrial Relations was gender-blind͗ ͚Kelly's important book on mobilization and collectivism is a 

missed opportunity in this respect [gender issues]. He convincingly argues that academic industrial 

relations should ͚redirect our attention away from bargaining structures and institutions and 

towards the social processes of industrial ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ (Kelly 1998: 38), thereby placing analyses of 

power and injustice in the workplace at the core. Yet his discussion of how individuals with a sense 



of injustice coalesce into a social movement takes no account of power inequalities between the 

sexes and the way in which such inequalities are increasingly perceived as illegitimate. The possibility 

that the labour movement might have something to learn from the ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ movement is not even 

considered͛. Kelly (2000: ϭϳϭͿ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂƌĞĂ ͚ƵŶũƵƐƚŝĨŝĂďůǇ ŽŵŝƚƚĞĚ͕͛ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ AĐŬĞƌ͛Ɛ 
(2002) charge of economism (see below) may have some validity as would subsequent writings on 

intersectionality.  

 

By contrast to Fairbrother and Nolan, and not hailing from a radical but rather a self-confessed 

͚ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƉůƵƌĂůŝƐƚ͛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ;MĂƌƚŝŶ ϭϵϵϵ͗ϭϮϭϱͿ, Martin (1999) provides one of the more 

extended and constructively critical considerations of Rethinking Industrial Relations. Concurring 

with Kelly, he begins by noting the absence of adequate theory of industrial relations and the 

absence of the adequate use of theory in industrial relations. However, Martin is heavily critical of 

what he believes to be KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ incomplete exposition of mobilisation theory and its weak links to long 

wave theory and the veracity ŽĨ ůŽŶŐ ǁĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŝƚƐĞůĨ͘ AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŚĞ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
mobilisation theory is useful when seeking to explain conflict, Martin suggests it is partial when 

seeking to explain wider industrial relations. He also questions the strength of the empirical basis for 

validating the exposition of mobilisation theory. Nevertheless, he concludes that Rethinking 

Industrial Relations ͚ŝƐ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůůǇ ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚŝŶŐ ƌŝƉŽƐƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽƉŽŶĞŶƚƐ of the inevitable 

triumph of the strategic management of human reƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͛ ;MĂƌƚŝŶ ϭϵϵϵ͗ 2015). In developing a neo-

pluralist framework for analysing and theorising employment relations, Ackers (2002: 14) upbraids 

Rethinking Industrial Relations ĨŽƌ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ƚŽ ͚ĂŶ ŽůĚ-style Marxist problematic as if nothing 

has chĂŶŐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ Žƌ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ƚǁĞŶƚǇ Žƌ ƐŽ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ 
essentially economistic and vanguardist. 

 

Turner (1999: 507) praised Rethinking Industrial Relations as: 

 

͙ a first-rate book, an ambitious and wide-ranging attempt to bring mobilization theory into the 

mainstream of industrial relations and analysis. In this effort, Kelly criticizes much previous work 

in industrial relations as theoretically weak, and at the same time offers a persuasive alternative 

perspective. This is a book that advances our knowledge, pushing even the reader who disagrees 

with Kelly to re-examine, refine and revise existing theoretical frameworks. The arguments are 

innovative and fresh, a welcome addition, and stimulus, to contemporary theoretical debates. 

 

Unlike Nolan, Turner (1999 :508) was also impressed by the chapter on long waves from a position 

ŽĨ ƐĐĞƉƚŝĐŝƐŵ ŝŶƚŽ ͚Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ĂŐŶŽƐƚŝĐŝƐŵ͛͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŚĞ ƚŚĞŶ ĂĚĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͗ ͚There is, of course, a fly in 

ƚŚĞ ŽŝŶƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ ďŽŽŬ͛ (Turner 1999: ϱϬϴͿ͘ TŚŝƐ ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ƚŽ TƵƌŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
democratic type-perspective and his advocacy of co-determination and works councils as a form of 

labour-ĐĂƉŝƚĂů ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉ ;ƐĞĞ TƵƌŶĞƌ ϭϵϵϳ͕ ϭϵϵϴͿ͕ ǁŚĞŶĐĞ ŚĞ ĞǆƉĂŶĚƐ͗ ͚FƌŽŵ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ 
written in this book, social partnership would appear to be a conceptʹʹand a desirable way to 

consolidate union power for the long upswings and downswings following inevitably brief periods of 

broad mobilizationʹʹthat the author would endorse, if he only understood iƚ͛ ;TƵƌŶĞƌ ϭϵϵϵ͗ϱϬϵͿ͘ 
Twenty years later, and with the continuing decline of co-determination in Germany, it remains far 

self-evident that Turner was correct and Kelly incorrect.  

 

Gall (1999) provided an extended engagement with Rethinking Industrial Relations to which Kelly 

(2000) replied and Gall (2000) responded. It would seem there is some overlap with the analysis of 

Martin (1999) but from quite a contrasting intellectual and political perspective. Gall (1999: 328) 

argued Rethinking Industrial Relations ͚ǁŝůů ŶŽ ĚŽƵďƚ ďĞ ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ƐĞŵŝŶĂů ǁŽƌŬ ďǇ ƐŽŵĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ 
the fields of industrial relations and industrial sociology͙and, while understandable because of its 

considerable strengths and because of Kelly's stature, this should not preclude a consideration of its 

signifiĐĂŶƚ ůŝŵŝƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ Žƌ ŽŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ͛͘ FŽƌĞƐŚĂĚŽǁŝŶŐ a number of more developed observations and 



arguments made by the likes of Holgate, Simms and Tapia as well as those of Darlington (both this 

issue), Gall (1999:331-332) considered that, inter alia, KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ TŝůůǇ͛Ɛ ;1978) conceptualisation 

of mobilisation conflated two quasi-separate processes, namely, the construction of the resources 

for mobilisation and the deployment of those resources in the act of mobilisation itself, while also 

inadequately theorising leadership in terms of understanding why some leaders gain traction with 

some followers in some situations and not others even when the same process of preparing for 

mobilisation has taken place. Criticism is levelled at the use of long wave theory, and the sparse 

evidence based used to support his arguments against postmodernism (Gall 1999: 335-336). GĂůů͛Ɛ 
(1999: 336-341) strongest criticism is reserved for Rethinking Industrial Relations with regards to the 

ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽŶĨŝĚence, the influence of political parties upon unions, and the creative or 

ĚĞƐƚƌƵĐƚŝǀĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ĂůůŝĞƐ ƵƉŽŶ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŵŝůŝƚĂŶĐǇ͘ But the spirit 

in which these observations and arguments were made by Gall was to seek to help lay out the 

grounds for finessing, and therefore building upon, strong foundations, not suggest the foundations 

were weak, much less needed to be torn down and reconstructed. Indeed, the call was made for 

greater and tighter specification within the analytical framework of mobilisation that Rethinking 

Industrial Relations set out.  

 

Kelly (2000: ϭϲϳͿ ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚ ƚŚŝƐ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ĂƐ ͚ǀĞƌǇ ƚŚŽƌŽƵŐŚ ĂŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ ĨĂŝƌ͛ as well as correct in 

ƉŽŝŶƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ƐŽŵĞ ĂƌĞĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌ-ƚŚĞŽƌŝƐĞĚ͛. He responded to the three major areas of 

ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ, the influence of political parties upon unions, and the impact of social 

movements for labour unionism, whereby he argued the former point could be incorporated within 

mobilisation theory and on the latter he provided a particularly strong and robust reply (Kelly 2000: 

171-ϭϳϮͿ͘ GĂůů ;ϮϬϬϬ͗ϭϳϱͿ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ĂƐ ͚ĨƌĂƚĞƌŶĂů ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝǀĞ͛. Gall (2000: 176) also 

noted at this early stage after publication that Rethinking Industrial Relations was being cited and 

used superficially by other industrial relations academics͕ ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
ǁĞĂŬŶĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞƐŝƐ ĂŶĚ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ I ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ĐĂŶ ŽŶůǇ ďĞ ĚŝƐƐĞĐƚĞĚ ŽŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ 
underlying and overall strengths [of Rethinking Industrial Relations] ĂƌĞ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ͛.  
 

Finally, we now turn to consider the reception to Rethinking Industrial Relations amongst some 

other (later) writers of a radical bent. So while Ghigliani (2010: 15) observed that while Rethinking 

Industrial Relations ͚ŽĨĨĞƌƐ Ă ďĂůĂŶĐĞĚ ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ 
ďǇ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕͛ he argues that the framework for interest definition rests 

ǁƌŽŶŐůǇ ƵƉŽŶ ͚ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƐƚŝĐ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞd as an aggregation 

ŽĨ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ůĞĂĚƐ ƚŽ Ă ŶĂƌƌŽǁĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ĨŽĐƵƐ ƵƉŽŶ ŝŶũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŵĞ ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ŽĨ 
motivation to act. The thrust of the argument from Atzeni (2009, 2010) in this regard is similar but 

more extended. Atzeni questions thĞ ŽƌĚĞƌ ŽĨ ĐĂƵƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ƉĞƌ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 
theory, and argues it is essentially premised on studying union organising and proffers a more 

ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂůůǇ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶŝƐƚ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŝŵƉůŝĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌŝƐƚŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƐƚ one. 

Atzeni (2009: 15) concludes by saying:  

 

By criticising the subjective nature of injustice and stressing the importance of labour-process-

generated solidarity, this [critique] has contributed to a conceptualisation of mobilisation as fully 

inserted in ƚŚĞ ƐƉŚĞƌĞ ŽĨ ĐůĂƐƐ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ ǀĞƌǇ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĂƐ ŝƚ ŝƐ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ 
Ă ƵƐĞĨƵů ƚŽŽů ĨŽƌ ƚƌĂĚĞ ƵŶŝŽŶƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐ͛ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂůůǇ ŐƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ 
conceptualisation is needed. This [critique] has tried to engage with it, and in doing so it may have 

ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ŽǀĞƌĂůů ǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ĂƐ ĨƌĂŵĞĚ ďǇ Ă MĂƌǆŝƐƚ ůŽŐŝĐ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͘  
 

A similar criticism is made by Cohen (2006, 2011) in terms of the importance of the contradictions of 

capitalism providing the foundations for worker resistance. What is important to note in these three 

aforementioned critiques is both the tone of writing and the content itself. Compared to Fairbrother 

and Nolan, the tone is far more sympathetic and attentive because of recognition of the strengths of 



Rethinking Industrial Relations while the content is constructively creative even it has some parallels 

ǁŝƚŚ FĂŝƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂůůĞŐĞĚ ƵŶĚƵĞ Ğŵphasis on the importance of activism and 

leadership as well as presenting a reading of a key part of Rethinking Industrial Relations, which is 

not recognised by others (see, for example, Moore 2011: 56).  

 

This section indicates that many of the initial responses to Rethinking Industrial Relations were not 

only mixed but quite sharply divided. Consideration of a number of later receptions to Rethinking 

Industrial Relations by other radical writers demonstrated that it continued to achieve sympathetic 

but not uncritical traction. Indeed, the two papers in this special edition by Gall, and Holgate, Simms 

and Tapia explore this aspect. And, with regards to the thrust of one part of the argument made by 

Gall, it is interesting to note that the leading Marxist or materialist theoreticians writing about 

workplace conflict between capital and labour like the aforementioned Hyman (2001, Hyman and 

Gumbrell-McCormick 2013) and Edwards (2006, Edwards and Wajcman 2005, Edwards et al. 2006) 

have neither used nor engaged with Rethinking Industrial Relations, much less sought to develop any 

of its components.8  

 

Appraisal, application and augmentation  

 

In this section, we wish to bring out some of the common strands and themes that run through the 

papers in this special issue in order to show that not only should they be read together as an 

extended and inter-connected assessment but that their whole is also greater than the sum of their 

parts. Together, the papers help appraise the central theses of Rethinking Industrial Relations, 

examine their application and seek to augment them by development and refinement. We begin by 

reviewing the individual papers though. 

 

Using a number of dimensions, Bruce Kaufman provides a searching critique of Rethinking Industrial 

Relations from what might be best described as a form of radical pluralist, maybe even social 

democratic, perspective. To our eyes, while the some of the questions raised are legitimate and 

productive, they can be convincingly answered and some of the subsequent papers help do this. 

Other questions posed may seem somewhat ͚leftfield͛ in that while Rethinking Industrial Relations is 

grounded in the British experience of industrial relations (and the study of that), it is also of a greater 

generic purchase than Kaufman suggests (see Gall 1999: 328). Moreover, we believe, the similarities 

of various economies moving towards more decentralised and fragmented systems9 of employment 

relations under the neo-liberal era of capitalism as well as the transnational turn to union organising 

and social movement unionism for the revitalisation of organised labour increase this purchase.  

 

In their contribution Jane Holgate, Melanie Simms and Maite Tapia consider how the mobilization 

theory outlined by Kelly has been used by other researchers and writers in order to distinguish 

between mobilising and organising with the consequent purpose of identifying the processes by 

which the power and participation of workers is generated and deployed. This is an exercise in all 

three of appraisal, application and augmentation. Mobilising refers to the application of usable 

powerʹʹor the attempt to do soʹʹfrom an existing organisational base, while organising refers to 

the wider process of creating the organisational and associational forms from which mobilisation, 

amongst other things, may then take place. The authors argue there has been tendency to conflate 

                                                           
8 As one might expect, this has come without any explanation in these texts or in their earlier texts, 

leaving the reader none the wiser as to the reasons, especially when other conceptual and 

theoretical developments have been put forward by them in these texts. 
9 Of course, employer structures even if formally decentralised and fragmented seldom are in 

practice as the de facto state differs from the de jure state in that employers have innovated in the 

ways and means of aggregating their power in order to reinforce their power. 



the terms ͚ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐing͛ and ͚ŵŽďŝůŝƐation͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ from both an analytical and a practical 

perspective. As such, they offer a distinction that can be useful for academics and trade unionists 

alike in attempting to analyse and implement organising and mobilising activities. The import of 

what they seek to do is clarify the constituent components of ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ ͚ĚĞĞƉ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐŝŶŐ͛ 
(McAlevey 2016). But͕ ĂƐ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ AƚǌĞŶŝ͛Ɛ (2009) research, the order of 

causation maybe more complex than they suggest if mobilising is taken to be, at one time, the 

narrower process predicated on grievance resolution and yet, at other times, running in train with 

organising.  

 

Holgate, Simms and Tapia discuss aspects of framing and leadership which Ralph Darlington in his 

paper develops further by concentrating on activism, leadership and followership, especially in the 

form of union activists and lay and employed union officials and officers. He seeks to flesh out some 

of the issues which Rethinking Industrial Relations left under- or undeveloped and others which, he 

argues, need refinement and clarification. FŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ ǁŽƌŬ͕ DĂƌůŝŶŐƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ 
emphasises the importance of left-wing activism and leadership. The traditionally offered counters 

to this are the cases of where struggles have been led by moderates and the right, like, for example, 

ƚŚĞ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ͚DƌŝǀĞ ĨŽƌ ϯϱ͛ (see McKinlay and McNulty 1992), where, despite being the leadership, 

the left has not been able to lead struggles, and whereʹʹwithout suggesting that it has been a case 

ŽĨ ͚ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ŽĨ͛ Žƌ ͚ŝŶ ƐƉŝƚĞ ŽĨ͛ʹʹthe left has led struggles, but the relationship between its wider 

politics and those of members remain discordant and unaligned. He also draws upon the 

ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƵŶŝŽŶ ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂĐǇ͛ ĂƐ Ă ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ Ălthough not always omnipotent 

ĨŽƌĐĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚƐ ǁŝƚŚ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƵŶŝŽŶ leadership and organisation as more polyarchical 

than oligarchical (Kelly and Heery 1994).  

 

In her contribution, Eleanor Kirk focuses upon how Rethinking Industrial Relations can help develop 

our understanding of the evolving myriad forms of worker mobilisation arising from conflict in the 

workplace, and especially those not based upon the strike method or via labour unions. This task is 

carried out by considering whether there has been a displacement effect at work with regard to the 

traditional methods for the expression and resolution of workplaces grievances contra more 

individualised, newer and unconventional methods. In particular, Kirk seeks to integrate the insights 

of the salient industrial relations literature with those emanating from labour process theory and 

sociology of work. To do this, Kirk makes some developments to mobilisation theory as laid out in 

Rethinking Industrial Relations in terms of trying to understand why certain methods may be chosen 

over others at certain points in time. However, in an accompanying piece to this paper (see Gall and 

Kirk 2018), it becomes clear that comprehensive data across space and time to test these new 

insights and propositions is currently lacking so that extensive fieldwork will be needed to augment 

what little that does exist. In that process, as Kirk alludes to in her conclusion, further clarification 

and amplification of the relationship of various inter-linkages between industrial relations and 

labour process theory will take place.  

 

Ed Heery examines what may be the most underʹconsidered chapter in Rethinking Industrial 

Relations, namely, that on postmodernism. He argues that it has continuing salience today despite 

the lack of engagement with the arguments. Drawing upon his own work on civil society 

organisations, he does this by examining the relationship between labour unionism and other social 

movements, especially in terms of that which was outlined Rethinking Industrial Relations, namely, 

fusion or replacement. But in doing so and using the work of others, Heery develops a classification 

which goes beyond this simple binary. This involves the categories of coalition, affiliation, mimesis 

and absorption. Perhaps, to these could be added non-engagement (even of a not unfriendly kind) 

and neutrality as well as a stronger sense that union positions (or those of any subordinate or 

superordinate levels within unions) will vary considerably over space and time due to changes in 



leadership personnel and what order of priority is given to the different categorises of relationship 

with other social movements and civil society organisations. 

 

Though Gregor GĂůů ƌĂŝƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ ŵŽďŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ĐĂŶ ĂůƐŽ explain its 

opposite, namely, the absence of mobilisation and by extension, demobilisation, little substantial 

criticism of the kind which Kaufmanʹʹor some the aforementioned reviewersʹʹlevelled has been 

made (notwithstanding controversy around the contemporary application of long waves and that 

postmodernism did not make a significant impact on studies of industrial relations and HRM (with 

the exception of organisational behaviour)). The exposition of mobilisation theory is held to be 

KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ most valued contribution and it is on this basis that the less than expected quality and 

quantity of usage of Rethinking Industrial Relations is argued to be attributable to exogenous factors 

to Rethinking Industrial Relations. These specifically concern the nature of the dominant trends in 

union research as well as the nature of the dominant characteristics of research as a process of 

intellectual activity. The evidence to support this argument is based upon surveying the contents of 

journals of the study of employment relations. It is a provocative and, perhaps, contentious 

argument because it challenges the perception that progress has been made since the publication of 

Rethinking Industrial Relations in the quality and depth of our understanding of unions, union 

organising and workplace relations. Ironically, other than the likes of small handful of studies like 

those by Gahan and Pekarek (2013), the papers contained in this special issue can together be 

characterised as the largest and most extensive singular instance of the conceptual and theoretical 

development of the central ideas contained within Rethinking Industrial Relations.  

 

John Kelly rounds off this special issue. He provides some reflections on the origins and influence of 

his work as well as receptions to it. One area that that bears further examination is the relationship 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ůŽŶŐ ǁĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐŵ͛Ɛ ŶĞŽ-liberal turn in terms of whether neo-liberalism 

represents something qualitatively different to the way capitalism is organised and whether this has 

ŚĂĚ ĂŶ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽŶ ĚŝƐƌƵƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶ ŽĨ ƵƉƐǁŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŽǁŶƐǁŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ;mass 

or class) struggle since the late 1960s and early 1970s. There may be grounds for arguing neo-

liberalism does represent something qualitatively different from that which has gone before 

although it may be may not be within the spheres of production and labour markets and may be 

more to do with the subjugation of the ideas and practice of social democracy. Another that bears 

examination, aproƉŽƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ ĂŶĚ 
ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ƚƌĞŶĚƐ ŝŶ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ͘ HĞƌĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ ŝƐƐƵĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ĂŐĞŶĐǇ ĂŶĚ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ŽǀĞƌ ŐƌŝĞǀĂŶĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ Ɛtructural and 

environmental factors with capitalism related to the economic and business cycles. Some have 

charged that long wave theory is overly mechanical in explaining the ebbing and flowing of mass 

ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ and linking the struggles at the micro-level to patterns of struggles at the macro-

level. 

 

We now turn to discuss some of the common strands and themes throughout the special edition 

with a view to seeking to identify remaining gaps and conundrums whilst acknowledging that any 

special edition on a chosen topic cannot pretend to be wholly comprehensive. One way of reading 

the papers by Kaufman and Gall is to suggest that the kind of take up of Rethinking Industrial 

Relations has had has also been coloured by the impact of KĂƵĨŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉŽŝŶƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ŝƚƐ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ 
nature, and specifically his point about its parameters being set by the debate between pluralists 

and radicals within Britain. If this is the case, then it might help to explain the lack of international 

presence and influence of Rethinking Industrial Relations within and without the English-speaking 

world, and of its limited incursion into debates on HRM and work and employment. Yet against this 

must be considered the influence of other factors such as the dominant nature of the way that 

Rethinking Industrial Relations has been used (see Gall, this issue); the unwillingness, if not also 

inability, of the many uncriticalʹʹin social science termsʹʹresearchers and writers on HRM to use 



Rethinking Industrial Relations because it is grounded in a critical and radical perspective (of 

Marxism) where a central concern is, ultimately, ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƉŽǁĞƌ͖ ĂŶĚ 
the shallowness and partiality of studies of what employers do in terms of new work practices and 

forms of organisation. 

  

The potentially contentious nature of the thesis contained within paper by Gall is highlighted by the 

contrasting tenor of argument presented by Holgate, Simms and Tapia. This might be a case of 

simple contradiction of positionsʹʹor, it might result from using a different survey population and 

contrasting criteria. Any at rate, the value of Rethinking Industrial Relations within the wider 

academy is not beyond contention given the arguments presented by Kaufman concerning its more 

general strengths and weakness and the reception to it (see above). Yet, it is the case that the efforts 

of Kaufman (2010) to re-orient industrial relations in order that it can withstand and counter the 

colonisation of the subject of work and employment by HRM have been no more successful than 

those of Kelly (1998) in his task of achieving the rethinking industrial relations.  

 

Given the continuing decline in the open, organised collective conflict on the part of workers since 

Rethinking Industrial Relations was conceived written and published, Kirk is correct to focus upon 

other less immediately collectivised means of combined worker voice and grievance resolution. The 

relationship between these means, especially legal redress (in the form of Employment Tribunal 

applications in Britain), social media campaigns to damage reputations, leverage campaigns 

targeting the contracting clients rather than sub-contracting companies, short-lived protests-cum-

occupations, and strike action warrants examination because some of the most impressive advances 

against bogus self-employment in the neo-liberal era in Britain have been won by small, 

independent unions using the full array of these means (see Gall 2017). Yet the size of this 

developmentʹʹeven if replicated across other countriesʹʹstill begs the question of whether it can 

be up-scaled to become something truly much more ƉŽǁĞƌĨƵů͘ HĞƌĞ͕ KĞůůǇ͛Ɛ (Kelly et al. 2013a, 

2013b) work on general strikes may present valuable insights into understanding the dynamics of 

ŵĂƐƐ ǁŽƌŬĞƌ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ĂŶĚ͕ ďǇ ĚĞĨĂƵůƚ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ͚ŐĂƉƐ͛ ůŝĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŝƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĂĨŽƌĞŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ 
ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐŝŐ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͛͘  
 

AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ HĞĞƌǇ͛Ɛ paper concentrates upon postmodernism, he makes clear that its theoretical 

foundations are to be found in another, earlier paradigm shift, namely of transition from the Fordist 

mode of capitalism production to the post-Fordist one. This again raises issues about the robustness 

and rigour of long wave theŽƌǇ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƵƉƐǁŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŽǁŶƐǁŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ͛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞƐ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ 
whether there is any synonymity between post-Fordism, postmodernism and neoliberalism in 

accounting for the long period of downswing since the 1960s and early 1970s, and whether the time 

lag by which organised labour seeks to ƉůĂǇ ͚ĐĂƚĐŚ ƵƉ͛ ƚŽ the new methods and configurations of 

capitalism production (as per SŝůǀĞƌ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ĐǇĐůĞ ƚŚĞƐŝƐͿ͘ AŶŽƚŚĞƌ ŝƐƐƵĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ HĞĞƌǇ͛Ɛ paper 

implicitly raises, but which is not addressed explicitly raised by any of the other papers, is that of 

ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ͕ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ;Žƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚͿ͘ TŚĞ ͚ƵŶŝŽŶ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ŝƐ Ă ĐŽŵŵŽŶ 
appellation for the aggregation of all unionsʹʹor certainly those affiliated to the likes of the Trades 

Union Congress (TUC) in Britain or the AFL-CIO in the United Statesʹʹbut little time has been spent 

trying to holistically understand the fusions, fissures and their dynamics and balance (other the 

political ones) that make such a ďŽĚǇ ŽĨ ŵĞŶ ĂŶĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ Ă ͚movement͛͘ SĞƚƚŝŶŐ ĂƐŝĚĞ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ 
what constitutes a unified (sic) union, the vast majority of unions by membership are no longer 

͚ƚƌĂĚĞ͛ ƵŶŝŽŶƐ Žƌ ĞǀĞŶ ƵŶŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚƌĂĚĞƐ͘ TŽ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ĞƉŝƚŽŵŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů 
͚ƐƵƉĞƌ-ƵŶŝŽŶ͛ in many countries, one could venture that there is now greater commonality and this 

may reflect issues like the deskilling and re-composition of work as much as unions seeking to 

maintain their social weight through merger and amalgamation. Yet is it the case that, at base, 

unionsʹʹin the eyes of their members at leastʹʹrepresent the contradistinction of interests of 



capital and labour? And how does this stand with unions now representing a minority of workers? 

Does that merely mean that unionised workers are the more class conscious of workers?  

 

HĞĞƌǇ͛Ɛ ƉĂƉĞƌ ŽŶ the substance of the relationship between union movements and other social 

movements enjoins with the paper by Darlington on framing and leadership for it can be expected 

that leadership has a clear role to play in creating such relationships. Yet, there is a potentially 

insurmountable challenge where it could be argued to be in the interests of the union movement to 

form an alliance with those who are not in a position to do so because they are not (yet) organised. 

Such an instance arises in the case of seeking to ally the producers of public services (public sector 

workers) and the users of public services into a coalition or movement to fights austerity and the 

neoliberalisation of the welfare state. Unemployed workers and benefit claimants have had their 

own organisation in Britain but these are now shadows of their former selves. Meantime, newer 

campaigning organisations to defend public services are not sufficiently well-rooted with a critical 

mass to constitute an able ally. This presents the union movement with a conundrum about whether 

it should try to help create such an ally, and what the implications and ramifications of doing so 

ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ͘ TŚĞ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐƌĞĞŶ ďĂŶs͛ ďǇ ƚŚĞ New South Wales Builders Labourers Federation in 

Australia in the early 1970s may have some useful pointers here (see Burgmann and Burgmann 

1998). 

 

Conclusion 

 

The special issue presented here is, in essence, a (retrospective) symposium of a significant book of 

which the use of symposia to discuss recently published books has become common in the last 

decade. However, we judge Rethinking Industrial Relations to warrant more than just a symposium 

within an issue of a journal and rather a special issue in its entirety. Rather than asking others to 

rethink their industrial relations, Rethinking Industrial Relations made the case for why industrial 

relations should be rethought and then proceeded to provide industrial relations academics with a 

substantive and particular response to its own self-made call for a rethinking. The way in which the 

call to rethink and the rethinking itself were carried out was to draw upon various literatures to 

produce a work that was more than the sum of its parts because, from a radical or Marxist 

perspective, Rethinking Industrial Relations crucially brought to the British shores of industrial 

relations an approach from outside the study of industrial relations. In one sense, that Rethinking 

Industrial Relations saw it necessary to do this is indicative of the then state of the study of industrial 

relations in Britain and the study of industrial relations by academics in Britain. John Kelly with 

Rethinking Industrial Relations gave others in 1998 a frameworkʹʹeven the frameworkʹʹfrom which 

to analyse, understand and advance worker collectivism under late capitalism. This special issue, 

some twenty years on, has in part celebrated this, and in part sought to step up to the plate, and 

through the labour of others, flesh out and develop the insightful approach contained within 

Rethinking Industrial Relations. This could well be the necessary spur to the writing of a revised and 

updated second edition of Rethinking Industrial Relations. We would wholeheartedly welcome such 

a development.  
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