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Introduction: workers in utopia
Although it has come to assume a very particular meaning in the recent past, the concept of the ‘ideal worker’ is perhaps just about as old as paid work itself. As for utopias, they of course are older still and, if often centred on questions of work, have been about many other things too. Just as old as the concepts are arguments about them. In Australia, these arguments emerged as the modern labour market itself took shape. From the height of the gold rush in the eastern colonies, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine provides us with a delightful example. An 1852 article entitled ‘How gold levels social distinctions’ said that ‘a flannel shirt, California hat, and unshorn chin became emblems of nobility’. It went on:

A sad case was it for poor helpless mortals who had been accustomed to be waited upon … ‘My good fellow,’ said a spruce newcomer to a rough looking fellow, ‘carry this bag and you shall have a shilling.’ The other coolly transferred a quid of tobacco from one cheek to the other, with the words, ‘Here my fine lad, tie my shoe and here’s half a crown for you’ (cited in Ebbels, 1983, p. 37) 
In this case, the would-be employer had not found any kind of worker, let alone the ideal one. Here it seems that the ‘spruce newcomer’ had been very much put in his place. I’ll come back to this later because I want to suggest that there is a sense in which the actual, as opposed to the rhetorical, making of employment relations has been in more than one way about ‘putting workers in their place’. I mean this in a couple of different ways, as I’ll explain later. I’ll also be saying some things more particularly about Western Australia. First, we should look what the ideal worker has meant over time.

The making of the ideal worker

Since the work of Kanter (1977) popularised the term, the ‘ideal worker’ has been at least implicitly understood as a male employee, willing and able to commit to paid work above other wishes or responsibilities. The gendered nature of this was premised upon and inseparable from a prior separation of the private and public, of the world of men and women (Baird & Burgess, 2003). In general, this built upon the nineteenth century idea of ‘separate spheres’ of work, that is, ‘the occupational domain of paid work where we “produce things”’, and home, ‘the domestic domain of family and community where we “grow people”’ (Bailyn & Fletcher, 2002, p. 6).

 
Over the last two generations, changes in the gender division of labour have been a central part of the transformation of work and social life, one which is usually cast as a problem for government policy or employers’ retention of skilled female labour. More broadly, though, this re-orientation has brought to a head the incompatibility of the traditional ideal worker with the way that life is actually lived and work performed today. Nothing makes the change clearer than to say that while women’s participation rates in paid work are rising, men’s are falling (Charlesworth et al., 2002, p. 21; Baird & Burgess, 2003, p. 5). Twenty years ago, 47 per cent of women were in paid work; now it is 67 per cent; men’s rates have gone from 82 to 77 per cent. The full-time male with dependant wife is the least common variety of the ‘couple household’ (Bittman & Rice, 2002; Baird & Burgess, 2003, p. 5). At the same time, as work becomes more demanding and hours longer, the tensions in ‘the work-family balance’ have become acute, so much so that the leading researcher on the issue refers to the ‘work-life collision’ (Pocock, 2003).

In few market societies was the state more involved in the creation and maintenance of this sort of regime than it was in Australia. This was through the creation of the national framework of conciliation and arbitration at the very same time as the Commonwealth of Australia itself was coming into being (Macintyre, 1983). The ideal worker in this new country was understood in part in biological terms, as a received fact of nature: he was a he. He would be paid a ‘fair and reasonable’ wage on the assumption that he was or would be the breadwinner for a dependent wife and family. There were no powerful voices raised against this. Most of the feminists of the day accepted the prevailing middle class view that a woman’s place was in her home. What made them radical was their claim that women should have the vote as a political weapon to help make the home and family safe and stable. For many women this also meant support for temperance: the home should be a refuge; women’s dependant status should not be harmed by the breadwinner boozing away the wage - the family wage (Ryan & Conlon, 1975; Macintyre, 1985; Lake, 1986). 

In this construction of the ideal worker, a number of interests overlapped, not least those of the middle class feminists, the urban employers and the trade unions of craftsmen. How so? The employers wanted sober, industrious workers, just as women needed responsible husbands. In a memorable summary of this, the historian Marilyn Lake has suggested that arbitration ‘was locking men into breadwinning jus as surely as … confirming women in dependency’ (1986, p. 130). For craft unions – many of which had rules excluding from membership men of bad character, especially drinking habits, or poor work skills – this all fitted nicely too. They looked to a compact which would exclude cheap female labour – because they would be at home reproducing – and which, through good (male) wages would allow them to reap the rewards of the ideal worker – becoming a boss, a ‘master’ in their own right (Buckley & Wheelwright, 1988). So much, incidentally, for the claim that the aspirational voter has only emerged in the last decade.

The making of the ideal worker was, then, no accident. Nor was it a matter, primarily, of managerial initiatives, be they enlightened or despotic. Rather, it was a central part of public policy. Furthermore, it was a process that was not by many means confined to what, today, we would call industrial relations policy. It relied on immigration – from Britain and Ireland – to build a ‘white Australia’, rendering invisible the original inhabitants. So, our ideal worker was of course white as well as male.  But this led to family policy too. Fearful of the great empty spaces, of supposed enemies to the north, and mindful of the prosperity that a booming population and growing markets could bring, the policy makers knew that immigration would not be enough. Thus was born the slogan ‘populate or perish’. The other side of the ideal worker was to make the ideal woman – and that meant ‘mother’. Through the early years of the twentieth century, Royal Commissions were set up to investigate labour shortages, birth rates and women’s work. From parliaments and pulpits came cries of alarm about how and where women worked (only domestic service was acceptable) and about impotency and ‘seminal loss’ (men had to do their bit). In 1920, a Royal Commission would say that parenthood was a national duty; to avoid fatherhood was ‘unmanly’ (Lake, 1986, p. 130; see Walker, 1985, for men; Eveline, 2001, on women, race, citizenship).

In short, the ideal worker, then, and I would argue now, must be understood in terms which go beyond the workplace – ideal or otherwise – in terms of the setting in which workers find themselves and also in terms of the other social relationships of which our worker is part. It’s quite remarkable how this context remains so important. Today, despite, or perhaps because of the complexities surrounding work and family, it seems to be that women workers are still locked into this bind. Practically all discussion of women’s wages and conditions is in terms of work and family not women as workers; of pay as an efficiency issue not an equity one. Even, or perhaps especially, in debates about paid maternity leave, women are constructed almost exclusively as would-be mothers or corporate assets rather than workers in their own right (Baird 2004). So, we may have come a long way in the content of our debates over the last hundred years, but not in terms of the form of those debates.
It may be objected that this paper says very little about either the ideal workplace or the ways in which the ideal worker was promoted within and by workplaces. I don’t think this aspect of the story is all that complicated. My own view is that the changes required by managers are more to do with the specifics of product markets from time to time, the competitive structure of particular industries and so on. Most people would say that biggest change in work towards the end of the last century was the abandonment of Taylorism and the rise of new forms of human resource management. With this came a shift in the ideal worker from a compliant to a committed one. Plenty of words have been written about this and I don’t want to add much to them other than to say that I think this change is overstated, the evidence is fragmentary and it exaggerates the homogeneity of the past (for a recent overview see the special issue of Journal of Industrial Relations, 2002). 

What I would add, merely in passing, is this: much of what is presented to us in accounts of the ideal worker actually writes workers out of the story. To re-balance this, I’d just make two quick and perhaps obvious points. The first is that people’s work arrangements often have little to do with policy prescription. After all, despite all the exhortations, women from working class families did enter the paid workforce. They might not have stayed, but enter it they did. Second, these debates have often been reflected in the workplace itself. From the point of view of fellow workers, was the ideal worker a union activist or a freeloader or a ‘company man’? Arguments like this shaped some of the most divisive times in labour history and perhaps culminated in the cold war years. Were ideal workers aiming to free others from capitalism or work for it? Did they read Marx’s work or the Pope’s encyclicals – or neither? 
To conclude this section, I want to say something about the other aspect of the Convention’s theme: utopias. Although almost everyone has shied away from utopian projects in Australia, there is something like a utopian vision floating through the making of work and the worker. Our ‘spruce newcomer’ got a bit of a shock on arrival because he had landed in the ‘workers’ paradise’ – as the colonies were often known. It seemed, at least until the depression of the 1890s made all too plain the limits to this vision, that a kind of antipodean utopia had indeed been created.

Did the making of a national settlement from 1901 amount to the re-building of a utopia? Central to nation-building was an attempt to resolve the conflicts and problems in the employment relationship. More than this, there was an attempt to resolve the conflicts between work and other social and political areas. Arbitration and protection were supposed to guarantee decent wages, stable markets and good profits. Its limitations are all too apparent now but it was always a flawed scheme. Like a lot of utopias, it excluded many people from its inner circle – something we do well to remember when we think about building utopias at and beyond work today. This one aimed to marginalise Indigenous Australians, to exclude the entire non-British world – and its products – and to keep women in the home and pay them merely pocket money when they were out of it. Before we exhaust ourselves tut-tutting at the makers of this utopia and patting our enlightened selves on the back, we might pause to consider that in our country today, one of our biggest industries has, as its ideal worker, a woman, typically from Asia, whose workplace is her home, whose rate of pay $5 an hour at best (Webber & Weller, 2001).

Back in the public realm, the bids to re-model utopia continued after the creation of the Commonwealth. After the disasters of great depression and world war, white, arbitration, tariff-protected Australia was re-worked. The postwar utopia was to be based on immigration, albeit still excluding Asia, but added to the policymakers’ equipment were the levers to deliver full employment. Did this too have exclusions? Well it was meant to, notably getting women back to the home, but it was soon clear this wasn’t going to work this time around. What was excluded was what many others had seen as utopia – a more radical social reconstruction. The specific form that postwar commitment to jobs and wages growth took was not about the success of the militant workers but about their defeat (Sheridan, 1989; Ellem, 1998).
If we jump ahead to the end of the postwar boom, to the economic crises and restructurings that began in the 1970s, we find the origins of another grand scheme to square the circle of workplace tensions and the place of the workplace in civil society. I refer of course to the Prices and Income Accord of 1983-96. Its origins are best seen as a way for the labour movement but also a small market economy to respond to that economic crisis. Here, from a national government, was a clear indication of the ideal workplace: at once outward looking and internally dynamic, and the ideal workers high skilled and high paid. One has only to look at the early Accord documents and at the material surrounding the various Industry Plans to see all these hopes for a grand scheme. The state was perhaps the primary driver of all this. Since 1996, at least in national politics, the primary role of the state has been rather different. There now seems to be a paradox: ‘state intervention in the name of market forces’ (Bell & Head, 1994, p. 21): a kind of anti-utopia utopia.
Putting workers in their place

To return now to the starting point before we continue. I suggested that the actual, as opposed to the rhetorical, making of employment relations, plans for utopias, ideal workers and ideal workplace has been about ‘putting workers in their place’. There are two elements to this, one familiar enough within the practices and the academic disciplines of industrial relations and human resource management, the second less so.

First, I mean that workers have variously been constructed as ‘merely workers’, Taylorism being the most explicit version of this; as ‘our people’, soft human resource management being the modern exemplar. Outside the workplace, workers have been constructed in various ways too – and how that fits into race and family is something the previous section examined. Even the term worker is of course contested, ‘staff member’ or the more generic ‘employee’ is much more common today – leaving aside for now the problem for a lay person that a large number of people who look, walk, talk and act like workers actually are not, in the eyes of some courts, employees at all. 

The second element to my argument about putting workers in their place is at once more literal and more complicated. I do mean ‘place’ is the literal sense – where are our workers and how does the geography of their lives fit into the geography of their and their employers’ work? My belief that these are important questions comes from my interest in drawing together the disciplines of industrial relations and human geography, something that has shaped my research and writing over the last few years.
The shortest way into this is to say that the study of industrial relations in Australia, as in the UK, was built on multidisciplinary foundations of economics, history, law and sociology; the rise of human resource management would add organisational studies and psychology to this list. There’s been lots of debate among academics and practitioners about what was missing from this list as the world of work changed but only recently have some of us thrown in a bid for geography’s claims. Most industrial relations research remains determined to ignore space, to take places as given, to assume that the meanings and relative importance of the local and the global are self evident. Geographers, though, emphasise how the different mobilities of capital and labour in different sectors shape industrial relations; how, at first sight ironically, local labour markets and local regulatory regimes have become more important with globalisation and how workers, unions, companies find, invent and argue about the scales of action that suit them (Ellem & Shields, 1999; Herod, 2002)
We need to think about this because the two processes most affecting ideas and practices today are, whatever else they may be, spatial processes. Both the globalisation of ownership, production, finance and distribution and the decentralisation and individualisation of industrial relations are processes which reshape the geography of work and the geography of regulation. All this matters because it shapes the power of the players in industrial relations, power to operate in and control particular spaces, be they workplaces, regions or courts (Ellem, 2003). And so (at last) this is what I mean by ‘putting workers in their place’; we need to understand how these geographic factors shape workers, workplaces – ideal or otherwise – industrial relations and our future visions. All industrial relations are necessarily spatial relationships – after all, every event or process does ‘take place’ somewhere.

So, what has all this to do with the ideal workers, ideal workplace and the making of utopias? Let me simply note without much explanation three examples before I conclude with some reflections about one vital industry in one very hotly contested place here in Western Australia – the Pilbara. 

First, to my major area of research, union structure and strategy. Historically, unions were structured around crafts, occupations or industries. Changes in the scale of their operations (shifting between State and federal jurisdictions) reflected changes in political structures more broadly and perceptions of immediate threats and opportunities. However, within these scalar shifts, union structure and purpose remained stable. One site – the workplace was privileged over others – the community; the paid male worker was privileged over his family; in most cases, the national was privileged over the local. Nonetheless, from time to time, there have been suggestions that labour could be organised in different ways and for different purposes. ‘Organising unionism’ – the ACTU’s strategy of grassroots renewal – is one such development. It does suggest a new geography of unionism: local, community in focus. Another emergent, if marginal, form is community unionism. Both are significant departures from union strategy and they are also re-workings of the spatiality of that strategy. In both forms, the ideal unionist, if not the ideal worker, is cast, amidst union crisis, as a much more active member than was supposed to be the case in the past (ACTU, 1999).

Second, to decentralism itself. Perhaps the most compelling thing about the recent and proposed changes in the regulation of work are that they are much more to do with ‘putting workers in their place’ than they are to do with any conversation about the ‘ideal worker’ far less the ideal workplace. All of this talk of a ‘free market utopia’ has a profound spatial element to it. The processes of fragmentation between different kinds of workplaces and different kinds of worker will likely continue – as will fragmentation across space. Two apparent paradoxes will become still more enduring if we think in terms of the geography of industrial relations. First, amidst the sustained rhetoric of global imperatives, the local will become more important (Jonas, 1996). Second, contrary to the rhetoric of imperatives for a national system we will have no national system at all but an array of local or even individual regulatory regimes (see Flanders & Fox, 1969, for a similar point about Britain in a different context). Many people will welcome these changes. My point is that we should be quite clear about the labelling of them – and then we’ll be better placed to think about their implications.
Thirdly, thinking about the geography of industrial relations also points to something which is usually missing from our discussions – and that is the communities surrounding work. Even when we broaden those debates, as I tried to do in the first part of this paper, to talk about the links between work and society, or between industrial relations and other areas of public policy, we all too often leave aside any consideration of where our ‘ideal workers’ live and breathe when they are not in their ‘ideal workplace’. Do they live in an ‘ideal community’ – or one lacking in social resources, infrastructure, transport, clean air and the like? This is no abstract question, as many philanthropic employers and town planners know very well in days gone by.

The final issue I want to talk about brings most of the issues in the paper together, with reference to the Pilbara, the focus of my current research and writing. To begin with, I should explain why the Pilbara’s iron ore industry is so significant – apart from obvious measures to do with its economic importance. First, in terms of the conference theme, it has had more than its share of arguments and actual changes around ideal workers and workplaces. Second, its history, in traditional industrial relations terms, is central to national and state issues around changes in labour law, from the Robe River dispute onwards. Third, if we add geography to the mix, it becomes still more compelling and complex. Think about it in spatial terms. Here we have two global corporations, selling into export markets a resource which is locally specific and therefore fixes in place, unlike say call centres, the geography of production. This means that the scale of labour regulation is very important to them and that, for the managers in these global organisations, the local is of central importance. In the iron ore industry, keeping workers ‘in their place’, by which I mean at work, ensuring continuity of supply, is equally pivotal.

Mining companies necessarily have one of the more complex set of relationship with the domestic places, the communities, around their worksites. At first, in the 1960s and 1970s, they had to build the towns, then there was the process of ‘normalisation’, and now there is the question of the relationship between global mining companies and the local demands of residents and families in the towns. Competing senses of place inevitably rub up against each other in the resource sector so vital to areas like Western Australia. The work of the geographers Beynon and Hudson is illustrative of this: capital seeks ‘a (temporary) space for profitable production’ whereas for workers spaces are different from and more than this; they are ‘places in which to live, places in which they have considerable individual and collective cultural investment’ (1993, p. 182).

So, what is the place of the workers in all this? Often, it is at arm’s length, through regulatory and business arrangements like contracting or through more obviously geographic fragmentation like fly-in/fly-out. If ‘the workers united, will never be defeated’, then the workers, divided by shift, roster, contracts, geography, might never be united!

Trying to work out these sorts of issues is why I became so interested in events in the industry over the last five years and, in particular, in the ACTU’s attempt to re-organise Hamersley Iron through the Pilbara Mineworkers Union (PMU). To me, this was fascinating because it was, in the terms of this Convention’s themes, an attempt by some union activists themselves to work out answers to the history and the geography of their place in the world, to build their ideal union. If the often contradictory impacts of the globalisation of production and decentralism of regulation change things for companies and workers, then, as I’ve suggested, they change things for unions, too. But how?
What was interesting about this case, in what might be called geo-political terms, is twofold. First, this unusual attempt to meld national union strategy (the ACTU’s role) with a local focus and a community connection was an example of a more or less explicit response to this changed environment. Second, it provides a good example of how changes in structure and strategy actually do happen. The PMU’s emergence as a single union structure with a greater orientation on community issues was more thoroughgoing than I think its framers envisaged and this was because it was both national and local; it was a combined union strategy applied in a particular place with quite distinct – if atrophied – union traditions which meant, if I can put it like this, that something unpredictable was in fact quite predictable. It took a lot of union rhetoric at its word and put workers and their families, in their own settings, in with a say about the shape of the future. The PMU’s failure at Hamersley Iron, after a decade of union absence, and its success at BHP, after the union chaos of 1999, are suggestive of likely paths ahead for unions in a range of sectors, not just mining, as they themselves try to reconfigure the ideal in the contemporary era (Ellem, 2003; 2004).
In this part of the paper, I have tried to suggest that two things. First, that many of the plans for ideal workers and workplaces, many of the utopian plans, have been in one way or another about putting workers in their place. Second, and this is the more complex element, this phrase ‘putting workers in their place’ is also useful because it comes from thinking about industrial relations in a way that treats space more seriously a part of our quest to understand the world of work. Where does all this leave us?
Conclusion: making utopias

Although Australians typically imagine themselves as practical ‘can-do’ people and although the academic discipline and actual practice of industrial relations are usually cast in a similar way, the historical record and current debates actually say something different. 

For what does my reading of the past show us? It shows us that the creation of a national framework to regulate wages and conditions and the place of the ideal worker within that framework were inseparable from a range of other ambitious policy prescriptions and complex social practices. Industrial relations was tied to gender relations, to immigration policy and trade policy. It shows us that we have spent a lot of time trying to create if not utopias then at the very least collective solutions to workplace conflict and to the conflicts between work and other parts of existence – from tariffs and arbitration after 1904 to the postwar settlement, to the Accord.
All these struggles both reflected and made the geography of Australia’s economy and its social relations. Now those geographies appear to be changing in compelling ways again. Here in so vast and in some ways so isolated a place as Western Australia, this seems very clear – and yet it is not at all obvious. For all its isolation, Western Australia’s fate, and those of its workers, ideal or not, cannot be separated from the national and the global. Indeed as a resource state, Western Australia, is defined not by isolation but by its integration with other economies. If the actual making of utopias springs from conflicts about the present, then those conflicts and solutions will be shaped in part by how those involved, in Paraburdoo and Perth, Busselton and Beijing, Karratha and Canberra, make sense of clashes between local and global, state and national. It may well be, however, that the local scale is as important as any other in the making and unmaking of utopias in this global world.
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