[image: תמונה שמכילה טקסט, גופן, גרפיקה, לוגו

תוכן בינה מלאכותית גנרטיבית עשוי להיות שגוי.][image: ][image: תמונה שמכילה גרפיקה, סמל, אדום, עיגול

תוכן בינה מלאכותית גנרטיבית עשוי להיות שגוי.][image: תמונה שמכילה טקסט, גופן, לוגו, גרפיקה

תוכן בינה מלאכותית גנרטיבית עשוי להיות שגוי.]	
	

Roundtable Discussion Event: How Work Shapes Democracy
Date: October 28th, 2025
Location: Offices of FES Israel, 40 Tuval St., Ramat Gan.
Opening by Dr. Roby Nathanson:
The conference aimed to present the results of Prof. Bettina Kohlrausch's study on democracy and labor relations, titled "How Work Shapes Democracy." This study examines a highly relevant topic – the connection between democratic conditions in the workplace and anti-democratic attitudes and voting intentions for far-right parties, an issue also of interest to the Israeli Industrial Relations Research Association (IIRRA). In addition to presenting the study and Prof. Kohlrausch's insights, the conference sought to discuss the potential applicability of a similar study in Israel, connecting Israel to the European Union (EU) context and enabling a comparative perspective.
Introduction by Dr. Lilach Litor:
The connection between trade unions and democracy has been significant since the rise of the concept of Industrial Democracy, which systematically links workplace relations to the broader political context. Even today, this relationship remains critical. Following the wave of democratization in the 1980s, political scientists comparing historical cases concluded that the working class most often promoted the full extension of democratic rights. This challenged mainstream views that credited the bourgeoisie and middle class as the main drivers of democracy. The argument was reinforced by key democratization cases in the 1990s — notably in Poland, South Africa, and South Korea — where labor organizations played decisive roles.
In examining the moral foundations of the modern state, both John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas offer insights that support this link between labor and democracy. Rawls argues that equal political liberties must have fair value, meaning that their exercise should reduce social and economic inequalities. Habermas’s theory of communicative action emphasizes democratic self-determination through equal participation. Both stress that real inequality prevents individuals from engaging equally in public decision-making. Nevertheless, neither author fully confronts the structural labor conditions underlying these inequalities.
The idea of Industrial Democracy — that workers should have a voice in workplace decisions — ties equality and fair working conditions to the political sphere. Research continues to highlight the positive role of unions in both industrial and political democracy, showing a mutually reinforcing relationship between voice at work and voice in politics, as well as indirect benefits through improved job quality and social security.
However, the positive influence of unions on democracy can no longer be taken for granted. The working class in many democracies has increasingly shifted toward populist or right-wing movements, while traditional social democratic parties have reoriented toward more educated, cosmopolitan groups. Since the 1990s, this realignment has gained momentum, evident in developments such as Brexit in the UK and the election of Donald Trump in the U.S.—often interpreted as expressions of working-class reactions to globalization, immigration, and multiculturalism.

Study's Presentation by Prof. Bettina Kohlrausch: How Work Shapes Democracy
Background and Methodology
Previous research identified a link between workplace democracy and both far-right voting preferences and anti-democratic attitudes in Germany. The current study surveyed ten European countries to examine whether this relationship exists in other countries. The survey was conducted between November and December of 2023 (excluding Ireland due to data quality issues), with 1,500 working respondents in each country. 
This sample has notable limitations: it includes only working individuals, and participation was voluntary through an online panel, limiting randomness and cross-country comparability. Nonetheless, validation against ESS data and polling was satisfactory.
Why should work shape democracy? According to Honneth, the working environment defines the scope of action of individuals in the context of gainful employment, but also beyond, with far-reaching consequences for their possibility to participate in general democratic processes in particular.
Participation is conceptualized across three dimensions 
· Material Participation – economic ability to participate in society
· Democratic Participation
· Social Participation – A sense of recognition and belonging.
Social participation is essential, and the workplace serves as a key arena in which individuals experience social recognition – a central component of social participation. The degree to which people feel socially integrated is shaped by their work conditions and their rights they hold in the economic and employment spheres, often referred to as Industrial Citizenship Rights.
In capitalist economics, organizations reflect power imbalances between employers and employees, in contrast to the formal equality promised by democratic systems. Thus, individuals navigate two contradictory realities: equality as citizens within a democracy, yet inequality within the workplace. Co-determination mechanisms, primarily through trade unions, emerged to address this fundamental tension and to mediate the conflict between capital and labor. The collective organization of workers through trade unions functions as a form of secondary citizenship, complementing political citizenship. While this notion is not entirely new, the conceptual distinction between industrial citizenship and political citizenship offers a compelling framework for understanding participation in the labor sphere.
There are two mechanisms linking work and democracy: 
· Social Integration – Gainful employment is a central mechanism of social integration. Precarious work conditions, powerlessness, as well as a lack of voice and social recognition, may create experiences of social disintegration, leading to feelings of resentment and frustration. These feelings of resentment may be, and often are, capitalized on by far-right populist forces.
· Spillover effects – The work floor can also function as a site of democratic learning. The formal institutions for workers' representation, trade unions and work councils play a crucial role in these processes.

The current study aimed to measure these mechanisms by applying three work indices:
· Workers' Voice, which included the following items:
· Voice & Participation
· Openness to Unions
· Efficacy
· Cooperativeness
· Good Working Conditions, which included the following items:
· Autonomy
· Self-Improvement
· Career Opportunities
· Climate of Support
· Participation
· Satisfaction with Work and Working Conditions, which included the following items:
· Job Satisfaction
· Payment
· Sufficient free time
Key Findings
Across all countries, democratic workplace practices strengthen employees' democratic attitudes. In most countries, workplace participation correlated with greater satisfaction with democracy, stronger democratic values, higher institutional and EU trust, and more positive attitudes toward immigration. Similar results were found in other work indices as well.
Blue-collar workers reported lower satisfaction with democracy overall, but in Germany, workplace democracy has a stronger positive effect on blue-collar workers than on white-collar workers.
While good working conditions consistently strengthen democratic attitudes, this relationship is not automatic and differs across national contexts. Electoral outcomes reflect not only voters' lived experiences in the workplace, but also the structure and offerings of the party system, as well as the broader political climate in which voters operate.
However, this pattern was reversed in Hungary, Poland, and Italy, where more democratic workplaces were associated with greater support for far-right parties. This is likely because far-right parties are already in power in these countries, allowing them to shape national institutions and political norms. Yet, in these countries, democratic workplaces increased trust in the EU. This finding highlights the importance of effective supranational institutions and suggests that the EU has a vested interest in promoting a framework for good working conditions.
Fear of job loss, especially due to green transitions or digitalization, was a major predictor of anti-democratic attitudes and far-right support. Concern about transitions was especially high among low-income respondents and trade union members, possibly due to greater awareness among trade union members or greater need for protection, which led them to join a trade union. These differences were not related to education, sector of employment, company size, or type of contract, but rather to the workers' status: blue-collar workers were more concerned than white-collar workers, which suggests social protection plays an important role in this relationship. 
Those worried about workplace transformation were generally
· Less satisfied with democracy
· Less likely to view democracy as important
· Less trusting of national and EU institutions
· More negative towards immigration.
Conclusion
Poor working conditions can foster resentment and create fertile ground for anti-democratic attitudes, which far-right parties across countries can exploit. The degree to which these attitudes translate into corresponding voting preferences depends on the political landscape and party systems. Good working conditions and workplace democracy strengthen trust in the EU – even where anti-EU parties are in power. However, anxiety about labor-market transitions strengthens support for far-right parties.
Discussion Highlights:
The discussion opened with a question for Tomer Reznik: How is this mechanism relevant to Israel? According to Reznik, the answer lies largely on the supply side of Israel's party system. He explained that in Israel, the current government has struggled to advance its agenda because it cannot dismiss certain office holders at will, due to tenure protections – for example, the Attorney General, who, in practice, prevented much of the government's vision from being implemented.
Reznik emphasized that when examining labor's influence on politics, one must look not only at public opinion, but also at institutional labor arrangements, such as tenure, that shape democratic functioning. Such arrangements do not exist in the private sector, where companies can dismiss employees far more easily than the government can. According to Reznik, labor-market norms should therefore be adopted within the public sector. Strengthening the rights of civil servants, he argued, is the appropriate way to protect labor. In relation to the study under discussion, Reznik suggested that it would be useful to examine workers' perceptions and how these translate into voting preferences. His intuition is that Israel's results would resemble those of Italy more than those of the other surveyed countries.
The discussion then addressed another question: How do we see that transformations strengthen the right-wing parties, and does this apply to Israel as well? Reznik responded that there is a clear link between the decline of the Histadrut as the country's largest employer and the subsequent shift in the political climate. More broadly, he noted a consistent connection between economic transitions and the rise of right-wing parties.
Later, Dr. Gadi Nissim commented on Prof. Kohlrausch's presentation. He observed that in the past, people who feared losing their jobs often turned to the democratic parties (in Germany, they were historically divided between Nazism and Communism), whereas today those experiencing employment insecurity no longer tend to support left-wing parties. While he understands why many feel disappointed by the social order, he asked what happened to the left. Perhaps, he suggested, the critique that the left has become too individualized is accurate, and perhaps the social democratic vision lacks the charisma that communism once had. In Israel, although the Labor Party governed for many years, its dominance stemmed from combining idealistic socialism with middle-class support, while the lower class consistently tended to support right-wing parties. The conclusion is that class dynamics matter: if we ensure that the working class enjoys adequate material conditions, we may prevent it from gravitating towards anti-democratic forces.
The discussion continued with a debate on globalization, concluding that it may have weakened the relevance of trade unions. Regarding the decline of left-wing parties, it was suggested that leadership plays a key role; left-wing leaders often appear disconnected. Participants emphasized that workers are part of communities, and to earn their support, one must speak to their sense of place, religion, and profession. Ultimately, democracy is something people must feel part of – if individuals do not feel they belong to society, they will not engage with democracy.
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