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nisms in reproducing the subordination of labor in the capitalist labor
process.

The second stage is that of the overt manifestation of such strength in
a confrontation with-capital precipitated by corporate and state policies
inconsistent with the new structural strength of labor. It unfolds from
the middle 1930s through the war years and the immediate postwar
years, largely overlapping with the third stage. The latter—most clearly
observable during the war up through the 1950s—is the stage of the
strengthening and transformation of union organizational structures
and of political reorientation of their leadership toward liberal-
corporatist stances. These two stages, taken jointly, show that the
strength of the movement did not depend on its commitment to a
specifically working class ideology or on any preexisting organizational
strength of labor unions.

The strengthening and transformation of union structures and the
political reorientation of union leadership was closely connected with
the new forms of labor control that emerged in response to the
structural strength of the movement. The ineffectiveness of purely
repressive policies, however pursued (administratively, economically, or
technically), induced the state and corporate management to involve
unions in a system of representative/bureaucratic control. Unions were
recognized as legitimate representatives of workers (a recognition that
greatly enhanced their power, not only in society at large, but also vis-a-
vis the represented) in exchange for unions’ recognition of managerial
prerogatives as well as a union role in guaranteeing the performance
and predictability of work. This exchange presupposed a relative
strengthening of industrial unions vis-a-vis general and craft unions
and, above all, a much greater presence of unions at the plant level
where, together with management, they came to constitute a kind of
“private government” or “internal state” (cf. Pizzorno, 1978; Burawoy,
1979).

The fourth stage—most clearly observable in the late 1950s and,
above all, in the subsequent two decades—is that of the relative, but
only relative, weakening of both unions’ and workers’ bargaining power
connected with the “emigration” of capital. This emigration was greatly
facilitated by the union recognition of managerial prerogatives (capital’s
freedom of movement, in particular) and their unqualified initial
support for the transnational expansion of U.S. capital. This transna-
tional expansion, in turn, greatly facilitated the . enforcement of
bureaucratic/representative control for two related reasons. On the one
hand, it allowed the transplantation of the deskilled segments of the
labor process endowed with high workplace bargaining power to
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regions still endowed with reserves of competitive labor. On the other
hand, it allowed, in the United States, a faster expansion than would
otherwise have been possible of relatively skilled work roles. As a result
of these two joint tendencies, the structure of wage employment in the
United States has acquired a “service” and “middle class” bias that has
strengthened the structural basis of representative/bureaucratic control,
and even somewhat reduced the importance of the mediational role of
labor unions.

This apparent relative decline of the strength of the labor movement
in the United States since the late 1950s is only one side of the coin. The
other side is the transformation and eventual strengthening of the labor
movement elsewhere in the world, particularly in Western Europe,
prompted by the establishment of the Pax Americana and the
consequent transnational expansion of capital. To conclude this chap-
ter, we shall now turn to a brief analysis of this transformation.

CONVERGENT PATTERNS OF THE POSTWAR LABOR
MOVEMENT

The growing importance of nominally working class parties in
Western Europe and their continuing absence in the United States has
obscured the fact that the labor movement in Western Europe since
World War II has followed a pattern in many ways analogous to that
first established by the labor movement in the United States in the
interwar, war, and immediate postwar years. The analogies have also
been blurred by two other sets of factors. On the one hand, the world
political-economic context has changed dramatically since World War
I1 and, moreover, structural tendencies have developed unevenly in the
different Western European national locales. On the other hand,
preexisting labor organizations have responded differently to similar
(national and worldwide) contextual tendencies. As Lange and Ross
(1982) have shown with reference to France and Italy, contextual
tendencies constrain but do not determine unions’ policies; and these, in
turn, can lead to divergent trajectories of the labor movement even in
national locales initially characterized by very similar features.

However, if we focus on what we singled out at the end of the
previous section as the most distinctive features of the labor movement
in the United States, the analogies become strong enough to be clearly
observable in spite of all the differences in national and world contexts
and in the responses of labor organizations to those contexts. Except for
Sweden, which in its own way anticipated many of the tendencies in
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question before World War I1 (see the part on “The Rise of Workplace
Bargaining Power”), a succession of stages similar to that identified for
the United States is observable in Western Europe. The first stage
(latent development of the structural strength of labor) is entered by
some countries during World War II or even earlier, while in other
countries it becomes relevant only in the 1950s and 1960s. In all cases,
however, the transition to the second stage (overt manifestation of the
structural strength) is completed between 1968 and 1972 and is
immediately followed by a rapid succession of the other two stages
(strengthening/transformation of union structures and emigration of
capital). Let us look at the broad outlines of this development.

In Italy and France, the transition to the postwar pattern has passed
through the revival and final defeat of the highly politicized labor
movement that had characterized the interwar years. The revival was
based on the considerable political strength with which working class
organizations (the Communist Parties in the first place) had emerged
from the wars of national liberation from German occupation. Its
demise followed the traditional pattern of a political mobilization of
predominantly nonwage groups and strata in an antilabor social bloc
that isolated the working class and weakened its organizations. The
demise was then made permanent by widespread transformations in the
labor process and in the industrial structure discussed below.

In Germany, the structure of work and occupations had been, to a
large extent, already revolutionized during the war. Partly because of
this previous restructuring and partly because of the political and
economic circumstances faced by Germany at the end of the war
(widespread destruction of industrial plants, high rates of unemploy-
ment, military occupation and partition, massive influx of refugees from
Eastern Europe, etc.) there was no revival of the movement either in the
old or in a new form. There was, however, a reconstruction ‘““from
above” by veterans of the Weimar era of union and party organizations
along the lines of the Scandinavian tradition (industrial unions, political
and ideological neutrality of unions, a reformist Social Democratic
Party). The success of these new organizational structures was immedi-
ate:

By 1949 the trade unions in the Western zone alone already equalled
the strength achieved in the whole land area of Germany under the
Weimar Republic. Union membership soon came to exceed that of the
Weimer Republic by a wide margin. This success is the more
remarkable when one takes account of the freeze on wages and hours
maintained by the Allied Control Council from the inception of the
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Occupation, which placed close limits on the scope for trade union
action [Kendall, 1975: 112].

In the United Kingdom, there was no break with the past, only an
increase in the political power of the labor movement with the victory
of the Labour Party in the 1945 elections. As the Labour Party began to
socialize the consumption and final distribution of national income,
strike activity remained at relatively low levels while union membership
continued to climb. The United Kingdom seemed to be approaching the
Swedish model of political exchange—industrial peace in exchange for
full employment and welfare benefits. However, unlike the Swedish
model and the recently established German labor organizations, the
control of the party and union bureaucracies over the rank and file
remained slender. Craft unionism remained powerful and the authority-
exercised by the Trade Union Congress was minimal. In addition,
“many national unions had little control at the enterprise level. Because
of overlapping jurisdictions . . . a great deal of power devolved upon
shop stewards, a disproportionate number of whom belonged to the
Communist Party” (Galenson, 1976: 157-158).

Whatever the situation in the different countries, starting in the early
1950s a noticeable calm came to characterize labor-capital relations all
over Western Europe. “By the early 1960s the Ross-Hartman thesis of
the withering away of the strike came to be widely accepted” (Clarke,
1980: 15-16). No one expected that before the decade was over the
longest (and most impervious to political and economic control) strike
wave in European history would sweep the region. With the French
explosion of 1968, the Italian autunno caldo of 1969 and the Belgian
and German wildcat strike waves of the same year, the sharp rise of
strike activity in Britain between 1968 and 1970, and the Kiruna strike
of 1970 and the public service strikes of 1971 in Sweden, “it came to
look as if, far from withering away, the strike was taking on a new and
unexpected dimension” (Clarke, 1980: 15-16).

What was new in this strike wave, in quantitative terms, was not its
intensity and spread: The number of days lost in strikes or the number
of countries involved in the upsurge fell short of numbers attained in
the 1919-1920 wave. It was rather its length and persistence throughout
the 1970s notwithstanding steadily rising levels of unemployment,
particularly after 1973. From this point of view, the only historical
precedent was the long wave of industrial unrest that swept the United

States with only short interruptions from the middle 1930s to the early
1950s.
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The length and relative imperviousness to labor market conditions is
not the only analogy between the two waves. Although influenced by
political conjunctures, the European wave was certainly not determined
by them: It developed under the most different political regimes
(conservative in France, centrist in Italy, reformist in Britain and
Germany); it has not been greatly affected by the repressive measures
(relatively mild by historical standards) attempted by various govern-
ments; and, generally speaking, it has forced governments and employ-
ers to make important economic and normative concessions. (Interest-
ingly enough, real earnings have tended to increase faster in high strike
countries, which have also been high inflation and high unemployment
countries. See Clarke, 1980: 21-22.) In a word, as in the United States in
the 1930s and 1940s and unlike in most European experiences in the
interwar years, the strength of the movement has determined political
conjunctures more than it has itself been determined by them.

The strength of the movement depended even less on its commitment
to a specifically working class ideology. The 1960s had uniformly been a
period of ideological disengagement on the part of the labor movement
in Western Europe. At the Bad Godesberg Congress held in 1959, the
German SPD wrote Marxism out of the party’s constitution and began
to cultivate a new “People’s Party” image designed to attract middle
class and confessional groups hitherto outside its clientele. The
communist parties of France and Italy (particularly the former) did not
of course write Marxism out of their constitutions, but did make equal,
if not greater, efforts to cultivate a “People’s Party’” image. At the same
time, the confessional, ideological, and political divisions among unions
that characterized Italy and France began to break down through
processes of deconfessionalization, greater autonomy from political
parties, and unity of action.

The workers’ militancy of the late 1960s and early 1970s confirmed
these tendencies:

[U]nions and parties as organizational units should not be regarded as
the actors in the political process of the ‘new militancy’. The real actor
has been the working-class rank-and-file in the different countries.
Their politics has determined, however diffusely, the changes and
differences of the organizations [Deppe et al., 1978: 195].

b

Whatever these changes—and we shall shortly refer to them—the
workers emphasis was generally on unity of action in the workplace,
irrespective of ideological and political allegiances:
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The militant rank-and-file attempt to preserve such freedom of action
as they possess on the plant level by ‘playing down’ the political
dimension of plant and unton struggles. This leads to the seemingly
paradoxical circumstance that the strikers become progressively more
politically conscious but simultaneously refuse to conduct the strike

down an overtly political line . . . a similar tactic is the attempt to
fashion the union into a substitute or proto-party [Deppe et al., 1978:
185].

In the light of what we have been maintaining, there is no
contradiction in the circumstance that workers became progressively
more politically conscious but simultaneously refused to conduct strikes
on overtly political lines. For workers were bound to realize purely on
the basis of their daily experience that while their actions had important
implications and feedbacks, their strength did not derive from organiza-
tions and ideologies external to their work situation and allegiance to
such organizations and ideologies could become, as it had been in the
past, a force divisive of their unity.

Their strength derived rather from the very organization of produc-
tion in which they were embedded:

The evolution in industrial organization makes firms more vulnerable
to strike action. Products become increasingly complex, job-tasks are
broken down to a much greater extent, stock levels are reduced, fixed
capital resources play a greater part in overall costs, and if the work
force downs tools, white-collar employees and management staff
(whose number has increased) have still to be paid, while the firm’s
working capital and liquid assets are cut fine. This means that if one
part of the plant is shut down, not only is actual production disrupted,
but financial problems also ensue as the plant must still assume a
whole series of costs. The combination of loss of production and
continuing fixed costs effectively means that even small groups of
workers wield considerable power [Dubois, 1978: 17].

Like the American workers in the mass production industries thirty
years earlier, the European workers of the late 1960s and early 1970s
were quick to learn the forms of action that would substantially disturb
production activities without themselves incurring total loss of earn-
ings: Shop-floor strikes spaced at regular intervals, coordinated sector-
by-sector strikes, acts of industrial sabotage, sit-ins, obstruction of entry
and exit of supplies to the plants, slowdowns, and the like.

This reduplication, in totally different world and national contexts,
of the forms of struggle and of workers’ strength that had characterized
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the labor movement in the United States in the late 1930s and early
1940s was no accident. For the Pax Americana had long-term effects on
labor-capital relations in Europe that in many ways were diametrically
opposed to its effects on labor-capital relations in the United States. As
we have seen, in the United States the main effect has been one of
containment of workers’ bargaining power. In Western Europe, in
contrast, it provided the means, the context, and the stimulus for the
structural transformations that had engendered that power.

The means were provided by the Marshall Plan and subsequent aid
that eased—and in some countries (Italy and France, in particular)
directly affected—the transfer of U.S. mass production technology to
European industries. It provided the context by reconstructing the
world market and sponsoring a unified European market that made
feasible the adoption of such technology in Europe. It also provided the
stimulus for their adoption in the form of what later came to be known
as the “American challenge”: the expansion within the European
borders of American transnational corporations producing with the
most advanced techniques. As a result of these circumstances and of a
highly competitive reaction on the part of Western European capital,
der Fordismus was transplanted in Europe on an unprecedented scale
that thoroughly revolutionized the technical and commodity structure
of European capital.

Up through the middle 1960s, the tendency implicit in these
transformations toward an increasing workplace bargaining power of
labor was easily counteracted by the competitive mobilization of the
large reserves of peasant-workers that still existed within Western
Europe and were being supplemented by massive immigration of
workers from Southern Europe as well as from French and British
excolonies. But by the middle 1960s, the progressive exhaustion of
internal supplies of peasant-workers and the decreasing competitiveness
of external supplies, shifted relationships of forces in production in
favor of labor. When employers, now under the full impact of the
reestablishment of world market competition, responded to declining
profitability by intensifying work, the great confrontation of the late
1960s was precipitated (cf. Soskice, 1978: 233).

To complete the analogy between the long American strike wave of
the late 1930s and 1940s and the long European wave of the late 1960s
and 1970s, we shall briefly mention that not only their forms of
manifestation and their underlying causes but also their effects were
similar. As hinted earlier on, the strikes of 1968-1970 consisted of a
wave of plant-level disputes over which the trade unions had little or no
control. For the lack of formal authority of unions inside plants had
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remained the weak link in the institutionalization of industrial conflict
that had occurred throughout Western Europe in the 1960s. The effect
of the strike wave was to lead to a reinforcement of this process:

The unions, for their part, were to aim at taking over rank-and-file
militancy so as to integrate it within their own strategy, and use the
force behind it to increase their influence at the level where they were
the least strong, i.e. at plant level. The phase of increased militancy
was also to provide a lesson to the authorities and the employers; as
they too were to hasten the institutionalization process, either taking a
tough line by further restricting the right to strike . . . , by taking
measures to reinforce the unions’ role, or by launching a vast
ideological offensive [Dubois, 1978: 29].

Generally speaking, repressive measures on the part of government
or management were not effective. They were resorted to “as a kind of
crash-barrier to be erected as a last resort if other institutionalized
means failed to work” (Dubois, 1978: 29). Repression was therefore a
palliative, the “mid-wife” of the constitution of unions and management
into internal-state/private-government formations similar to those
engendered by the U.S. strike wave of the late 1930s and 1940s:

Institutional developments at plant level manifest themselves through
various different changes, in that the individual firm becomes a scene
of bargaining in its own right, the union is more and more often
acknowledged its place in the plant, and the ‘traditional’ structures of
management/work force co-operation . . . find themselves invested
with a greater number of functions. The desired aim is therefore to
institutionalize conflict by setting up machinery to allow for the
exchange of views with a priori no discussion points excluded, and
each side recognizing the other as a valid opposite number [Dubois,
1978: 30].

In this and in other ways (that we cannot discuss for lack of space)
Western European unions—as American unions thirty years earlier—
have been greatly strengthened by a movement that had initially
developed outside or even against their influence. They have used this
greater power simultaneously to strengthen the weak points and to curb
the strong points of the labor movement.

As in the U.S. case, the containment of the structural strength of the
labor movement and the institutionalization of new forms of labor
control in Europe in the 1970s has been greatly facilitated by capital
emigration. The early to middle 1970s have been characterized by a
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simultaneous fall in the net immigration of foreign labor into Western
Europe and a tremendous increase in the transnational expansion of
capital out of Western Europe, in particular toward more peripheral
sites of production.

This increase was mainly due to a sustained take-off of the
transnational expansion of capital from Germany, which throughout
the 1960s had shown no tendency of this sort, and to an increase and
reorientation of French direct investment abroad, hitherto sustained
mainly by the colonial heritage. From this point of view, it is interesting
to notice that the two European countries in which (as indicated in the
second part of this chapter) labor’s structural strength had developed
earlier (Sweden and England), were also the countries in which labor
immigration had been supplemented throughout the 1960s by relatively
high levels of direct investment abroad. Equally significant is the fact
that the country that in the 1970s has most lagged behind in the
transnational expansion of capital (Italy) is also the country that has
had the greatest problems in bringing labor unrest under control.

We may conclude that if, as we think, previous and present U.S.
experience can be of any guide to an understanding of present and
future Western European tendencies, we may expect the world labor
movement to move in two partly contradictory directions. We may
expect a partial containment (not a roll back) of the labor movement in
Western Europe through the joint development of representative-
bureaucratic forms of control and of the emigration of capital. But we
should also expect that this relative weakening will be more than
compensated for by the strengthening of the labor movement in the
national locales where capital is emigrating. Is not that, after all, what
we can already observe in countries like Spain, Greece, and to some
extent even Brazil and South Africa—four of the most preferred
destinations of the emigration of core capital in the 1960s and 1970s?
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