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Abstract

1) The 'Hyeon-jang jo-jig,” or ’'grassroots worker organizations’ in
English, became a major variable of the Korean labor movement since the
"Great Workers Struggle’ in 1987. By diagnosing these organizations, I
will analyze the main challenges they face and their future prospects. In
particular, I will focus on the different grassroots worker organizations in
the Hyundai Motors Workers Union, a representative union in the Korean
labor movement, to infer by analogy, the problems common to all such

informal grassroots worker organizations.

2) Kerr, writing from the industrial relations perspective, argues that
most trade unions are intrinsically democratic and that such democracy is
desirable. In contrast, the sociologist Lipset asserts that most unions are
characterized by oligarchy and suggests that an oligarchical system of
union governance is desirable.

Lipset stresses that big organizations inevitably need bureaucracy and
that a bureaucratic system would contribute to a high degree of
efficiency. Therefore, he agrees with a centralization of power. However,
Kerr insists that there are democratic factors in a labor union because it
has competitive elections, turnover of bureaucrats, and close relations
between union leaders and the rank-and-file. Kerr places emphasis on
union activity at the shopfloor level and union member participation.

Scholars generally measure levels of union democracy by examining:
the existence of opposition groups, political sections, and factions, as well
as these groups’ activities and their possibility of winning an election.
Thus, if a union had an opposition group that has the possibility of
winning an election, the more electoral contention, the more democratic

the union. Another measure of union democracy is the extent to which
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the rank-and-file voters in a wunion election can access detailed
information about different election candidates and political sections.
However, in reality, political sections have conflicting interests, which can
then cause internal dissension within the larger union. On these grounds,

some people have differing assessments for factions and political sections.

3) The grassroots worker organizations can be seen as political
sections or factions of unions in Korea. Many were founded in 1987 to
promote democratization of union Internal governance, and thus, the
'Hyeon—jang jo-jig’ accumulated knowledge for unions’ democratic
administration. In the latter half of the 1990’s, grassroots—-based worker
organizations began forming national-scale groups by political line or
policy positions. They have greatly influenced the platforms and agendas

of the Korean workers movement.

4) The first 'Hyeon-jang jo-jig’ to form in Hyundai Motors Workers
Union was the 'Min-sil-hyeop’. This members of this organization were
leading figures in organizing the Hyundai Motors Workers Union. When
their candidates failed to win the election, they organized this group to
monitor and check the powers of the elected leadership. Whereas this
group tended to be a friendly society, when the 2nd union president
abused his formal authority by signing a contract without consulting the
union members, the group 'Min-sil-ro’ fought against the wunion
president’s abuse of his powers and formed their own organization, one
that had a clear sense of purpose and became the core class—based labor

movement group in Hyundai Motors.

During the period of sustained repression from government and capital,

the "Hyeon—jang jo-jig” repeatedly collapsed and reconstructed. In 1993,
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the "Research Team on Developing the Union” formed, and thus began a
more specialized line of class struggle-based labor movement group and
many specialized groups branched out from one another. The different
perspectives of the different workers’ groups originated in debates from
student movement groups that had been teaching activists. Due to
different experience between the "Hyeon-jang jo-jik” and union
administration, separation of groups Wwere continuously going on.
Individual sectarian mind and emotional clash between activists also
caused separation. As a result of this, Hyundai motors was flooded with
grassroots worker organizations that had no distinguishing differences.
The Hyundai Motors grassroots worker organizations have performed
an important role in educating and incubating new activists. By publishing
newspapers, leaflets and wall posters that target union members,
propaganda and agitation continue. Throughout these activities, every
problems in working places would be known to public and union
members’ demands can be collected. Moreover, these activities are playing
as a restrict or critic counterpart to the union administration. As the
status of Korea Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU) strengthened and

industrial union formed, acts of solidarity around country become active.

5) The grassroots worker organizations at Hyundai Motors Workers
Union have held different opinions about the metal workers industrial
union, which has been at the center of debate recently. While recognizing
the need for creation of an industrial-level union, grassroots worker
organizations have held opinions ranging from delaying the construction of
an industrial-level union to a a less premature time to actively
participating in the making of the industrial-level union. Additionally,
people disagreed as to how an industrial union should be concretely

organized; some emphasized activities between enterprises whereas others
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felt that regional activities and skipping the enterprise-level-focus would
be most important. Grassroots worker organizations also differ as to how
they view the reunification of the two Koreas. Whereas some place
emphasis on a class-based workers movement, others felt that the
emphasis should not be on class so much as anti-Americanism and the
reunification movement. The shopfloor workers organizations also disagree
in their attitudes toward workers’ efforts to become a political force and
the Democratic Labor Party (DLP). At one end of the extreme, some
groups feel that strengthening active participation in the DLP is a priority
while at the other end of the extreme, other groups are extremely critical
of the current Democratic Labor Party and feel that a progressive party
of a different political mold is needed. However, as people come to see
the potential for DLP success through general election and regional
elections, many organizations have responded positively to the Democratic

Labor Party activities.

6) As unions become increasingly larger and more national in scale,
"Hyeon—jang jo—jig” must also increase size so their future prospects
include an inevitable reorganization. These worker organizations are
concentrated in certain regions or have a limited membership of only 200
- 300 unionists; thus, it will be almost impossible for them to really go
national and include workers throughout the country. In particular, with
the promotion of industrial-level unions, there is pressure for these
worker organizations, which currently exist in the realm of an
enterprise-level union, to accelerate the pace of reorganization toward
overcoming enterprise—level focus. As the movement to build a
progressive party progresses, activists at the grassroots worker
organizations that had been stuck in the enterprise-level union model can

begin to advance into political activities. In the case of Hyundai Motors,
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problems and organizational differences have been building for so long
that internal union division will probably continue, but as the grassroots
organizations begin research into their own politics, study and question
their stances more, then with this differentiation in their own politics as
mediating variable, they can reach out to establish greater solidarity and
joint activities. Additionally, as workers movement activists grow in
number, the grassroots workers organizations can fulfill functions of

educating and building more conscious activists.

7) The grassroots worker organizations at Hyundai Motors Workers
Union, who have been the base and trunk of that union’s capacity to
struggle, have contributed to developing union democracy by representing
the voices of other rank-and-file union members. However, because these
"Hyeon-jang jo-jig” forward an unnecessary number of electoral
candidates in union elections, and because they overplay their role as a
countervailing force to the union leadership, as well as create electoral
alliances without regard for their own principles, these organizations also
are a negative factor to union efficiency. Thus "Hyeon—jang jo—jig”
contain elements of both a facilitator of union democracy and an
obstructor of efficiency.

The reality that these organizations are divided against each other
despite a lack of significant policy, or political differences and this must
be overcome and there must be greater competition among these worker
organizations over policy alternatives. Following this path will enable the
"Hyeon-jang jo-jig” to catch two birds with one stone, both contributing
to the efficiency of the overall union as well as to the further

development of union democracy.
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