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Preface and Acknowledgments

T h e origins of this book can be traced back to a conference paper presented
almost twenty years ago with Giovanni Arrighi at the Seventh Political
Economy of the World-System conference organized by Charles Bergquist
at Duke University. T h e paper, entitled "Labor Movements and Capital
Mobility: the United States and Western Europe in World-Pi istorical Perspective," was a first attempt at understanding how outcomes f o r different
national labor movements are linked to each other by world-economic processes, especially the transnational relocation of capital. Over the years, this
first seed grew, fused with other seeds, and developed into the present book.
Ongoing exchanges with Giovanni Arrighi over this entire time period have
left an indelible mark on the final product, and I therefore start by acknowledging my intellectual debt to him.
Another debt is owed to the members of the World Labor Research
Group - a group of faculty and graduate students who met regularly at
the Fernand Braudel Center at Binghamton University in the 1980s. Apart
from myself, the members of the research group were Giovanni Arrighi,
Mark Beittel, John Casparis, Jamie Faricellia Dangler, Melvyn Dubofsky,
Roberto Patricio Korzeniewicz, Donald Quataert, and M a r k Selden. It was
in the course of discussions within this group that it became clear that the
serious study of labor movements from a global and historical perspective
would require new types of data that were simply not available in existing
compilations. In 1986 the group plunged into a massive data collection
project, initiating the World Labor Group ( W L G ) database, on which this
book stands.
It soon became clear that the creation of this database would require
an enormous effort and that it risked never being completed. In order to
be able to devote more time to the project, I abandoned the dissertation I
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had been working on and switched to a dissertation linked to the creation
and analysis of the W L G database. It was in this context that Terence K.
Hopkins (1928-1997), chair of my dissertation committee, left his profound
imprint on what would eventually become this book. I also wish to thank
Immanuel Wallerstein, another member of my dissertation committee, for
his advice and support throughout this project.
Shortly after my arrival at Johns Hopkins University, I set up a small
research group with three graduate students - Bruce Podobnik, Mahua
Sarkar, and Nettie Legters. We met regularly in 1993 and, at the end of
that year, presented the results of our work at the Social Science History
Association meeting. I had come to believe that one of the most fruitful ways
of proceeding with the project would be through a comparative analysis of
global industries. It was in the context of discussions and research with
this group that I took the first steps toward working out the comparative
formulations that eventually became Chapter 3.
This comparative global industry research was partially supported by a
grant from the sociology program of the National Science Foundation in
1993. This grant, together with a 1989 grant from the World Society Foundation (Zurich), provided important spurts of material and moral support
at crucial moments in the project.
D u r i n g the past ten years at Johns Hopkins, numerous graduate and
undergraduate students have worked with me on the project in a variety of
capacities that included helping to update and expand the W L G database.
Sincere thanks are due to them all, along with my sincere apologies for not
being able to acknowledge here by name each individual.
In the 1990s, I plunged into another major research project, which
constituted both a significant detour from the road leading toward the
speedy completion of this book, as well as an opportunity to think more
deeply about the relationship between social unrest and the dynamics of
world politics. T h e project originated in a Research Working Group at the
Fernand Braudel Center on comparative world hegemonies and culminated
in the book Chaos and Governance in the Modern World System (Minnesota
1999). T h i s detour has, I hope, strengthened the analysis of the relationship
among labor movements, war, and world politics in the present book.
I am grateful for the detailed comments, suggestions, and support that I
received from numerous individuals who read the manuscript in the spring
and summer of 2001: Giovanni Arrighi, John Markoff, Ravi Palat, Leo
Panitch, Saskia Sassen, Alvin So, Sidney Tarrow, and Po-Keung H u i . I am
also grateful for helpful comments received from the graduate students in
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the spring 2001 seminar on Comparative and World-Historical Sociology
at Johns Hopkins University. In response to this feedback, I was able to
clarify and develop (and I think significantly improve) the argument at
various points in the book. I would also like to thank David Harvey, who
suggested the title for the book.
The time span covered by the book is from the late-nineteenth century
to the present. Any author who writes a book that deals with the present
is faced with a strong temptation to continuously chase after the latest
headlines. T h e first complete draft of the manuscript was finished in March
2001; that is, before September 11, 2001. T h e book went into production
in the spring of 2002; that is, before the major wave of dockworker labor
unrest on the West Coast of the United States in the fall of 2002. After
September 11,1 added a paragraph to Chapter 1 and a footnote to Chapter
5. Yet, while I will likely write more about the relationship between the
dynamics of labor unrest and the "war on terrorism" in some other context,
September 11 and its aftermath have served to underscore one of the central
arguments of this book - that is, the trajectory of workers' movements
is deeply embedded in the dynamics of war and world politics. Likewise,
whereas it would be worthwhile to spend some energy on an analysis of the
recent conflict on the docks, this event nevertheless has served to underscore
another central argument of the book - that is, transportation workers have
had, and continue to have, a strategic position within the world capitalist
economy and within the world labor movement. No doubt, before this book
is in print and read, fresh headlines will provide new temptations to further
develop the arguments in this book; but hopefully they will also provide
confirmation of the utility of the conceptual frameworks laid out herein for
understanding the present and future of labor movements.
This book is dedicated to my parents - Robert and Rose Silver - who
always believed that it would turn out well.
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Introduction

I.

Crisis of Labor Movements and Labor Studies

During the last two decades of the twentieth century, there was an almost
complete consensus in the social science literature that labor movements
were in a general and severe crisis. Declining strike activity and other
overt expressions of labor militancy (Screpanli 1987; Shalev 1992), falling
union densities (Western 1995; Griffin, McCammon, and Botsko 1990) and
shrinking real wages and growing job insecurity (Bluestone and Harrison
1982; Uchitelle and Kleinfeld 1996) were among the trends documented.
T h e bulk of the empirical literature focused on trends in wealthy countries
(especially North America and Western Europe), yet many saw the crisis
as world-scale, adversely affecting labor and labor movements around the
globe.
This sense that labor movements are facing a general and severe crisis
contributed to a crisis in the once vibrant field of labor studies. As William
Sewell (1993: 15) noted: "Because the organized working class seems less
and less likely to perform the liberating role assigned to it in both revo
lutionary and reformist discourses about labor, the study of working class
history has lost some of its urgency" (see also Berlanstein 1993: 5).
For many, this double crisis of labor studies and labor movements is long
term and structural - intimately tied to the momentous transformations that
have characterized the last decades of the twentieth century going under
the general rubric of "globalization." For some, the crisis is not just severe,
it is terminal. Aristide Zolberg, for one, argued that late-twentieth-century
transformations have brought about the virtual disappearance of "the distinctive social formation we term 'working class.'" With "post-industrial
society," the "workers to whose struggles we owe the 'rights of labor' are
1
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rapidly disappearing and today constitute a residual endangered species"
(1995: 28). Similarly, Manuel Castells argued that the dawn of the "Information Age" has transformed state sovereignty and the experience of work
in ways that undermine the labor movement's ability to act as "a major source
of social cohesion and workers' representation." It also has undermined any
possibility that workers might become emancipatory "subjects" in the future - the source of a new "project identity" aimed at rebuilding the social institutions of civil society. Non-class-based identity movements, for Castells,
are the only "potential subjects of the Information Age" (1997: 354, 360).
Nevertheless, beginning in the late 1990s, a growing number of observers
were suggesting that labor movements were on the upsurge, most visible
as a mounting popular backlash against the dislocations being provoked by
contemporary globalization. Among the events indicating a backlash was
the massive French general strike against austerity in 1995 - what Le Monde
rather Eurocentrically referred to as "the first revolt against globalization" 1
(quoted in Krishnan 1996: 4). By the time of the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in November 1999, the force of the backlash was
sufficient to derail the launch of another round of trade liberalization and
to be front-page news around the world. Commentators began to suggest
that the Seattle demonstrations together with the new activist (organizing)
stance of the A F L - C I O (American Federation of Labor and Congress of
Industrial Organizations) were signs that a revitalized U.S. labor movement
was "rising out of the ashes" of the old (Woods et al. 1998; more broadly,
Panitch 2000). Inspired by the new activism, social scientists in the United
States, where the obituary of labor movements and labor studies had been
written most insistently, showed a resurgent interest in labor movements.
N e w journals were founded that sought to actively engage academics with
the labor movement (e.g., Working USA), large academic conferences on
the new labor movement were organized, and a new section of the American
Sociological Association on labor movements was founded in 2000.
For some, the new activism (while still scattered and weak) was potentially the first sign of an impending major earthquake of mass labor insurgency. For others, it was likely to remain too weak and scattered to affect
the much more powerful, disorganizing forces of globalization,
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Indeed, for those whose field of vision extended beyond the wealthy countries of the North,
an "unprecedented international wave of [mass] protests" against International Monetary
Fund (IMF)-imposed austerity politics could already be seen throughout the developing
world in the 1980s (Walton and Ragin 1990: 876-7, 888).

II. The Present and Future of Labor
Which of these divergent expectations about the future of labor movements is more plausible? This book starts from the premise that in order to
answer this question adequately we need to recast labor studies in a longer
historical and wider geographical frame of analysis than is normally done.
Assessments about the future of labor movements are based - explicitly or
implicitly - on a judgment about the historical novelty of the contemporary world. Those who see a terminal crisis of labor movements tend to
see the contemporary era as one that isfundamentally new and unprecedented,
in which global economic processes have completely reshaped the working
class and the terrain on which labor movements must operate. In contrast,
those who expect the reemergence of significant labor movements tend to
perceive historical capitalism itself as being characterized by recurrent dynamics, including the continual re-creation of contradictions and conflict
between labor and capital. This suggests that forecasts about the future of
labor movements should be based on a comparison between contemporary
dynamics and analogous past periods. For only through such a comparison
can we distinguish historically recurrent phenomena from phenomena that
are truly new and unprecedented.
Parts III and IV of this chapter lay out the theoretical, conceptual, and
methodological issues raised by studying labor unrest as a world-historical
phenomenon. But before moving on, the next section delves into some of
the contemporary debates aboutthe present and future of labor movements
that underlay our study of the past. T h e first debate is around the question of
whether contemporary processes of globalization have led to an unambiguous and unprecedented structural weakening of labor and labor movements
on a world scale, bringing about a straightforward "race to the bottom" in
wages and working conditions. T h e second debate is around the question
of whether globalization is creating objective conditions favorable for the
emergence of strong labor internationalism. T h e next section outlines these
debates in turn.
II. Debates about the Present and Future of Labor and Labor
Movements
A "Race to the Bottom "?
A common explanation of the crisis of labor movements is that the hypermobility of productive capital in the late twentieth century has created a single labor market in which all the world's workers are forced to
3
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compete. By moving (or just threatening to move) production "halfway
around the world," claimed Jay Mazur (2000: 89), multinational corporations have brought the competitive pressure of an "enormous mass of
unorganized workers" to bear on "the international labor movement." As a
result, labor's bargaining power has been weakened and a "race to the bottom" in wages and working conditions has been unleashed on a world scale
(see also Bronfrenbrenner 1996; Brecher 1994/1995; Chossudovsky 1997;
Godfrey 1986: 29; Frobel, Heinrich, and Kreye 1980; Ross and Trachte
1990; Western 1995).
For others, the most important effect of the hypermobility of capital
on labor movements is not so much its direct impact on workers, but its
indirect impact. In this view, the hypermobility of capital has weakened
de facto state sovereignty. And as states become incapable of effectively
controlling flows of capital, their capacity to protect their citizens' livelihoods and other workers' rights^ including the welfare state and substantive
democracy, also declines (Tilly 1995; Castells 1997: 252-4, 354-5). States
that insist on maintaining expensive social compacts with their citizens, including their working classes, risk being abandoned en masse by investors
scouring the world for the highest possible returns. From this perspective,
the most consequential aspect of the "race to the bottom" takes the form
of pressure on states to repeal social welfare provisions and other fetters
on profit maximization within their borders. T h e rocky debut of the new
European currency (the Euro) has been taken as one example of this process, with European countries being "punished" for failing to dismantle
social protection schemes at a sufficiently rapid pace to suit a hypermobile
capital.
T h e pressures that can be brought to bear are even stronger in the
South where more direct levers are available through debt rescheduling.
T h e irony of the late-twentieth-century wave of global democratization, as
John Markoff noted, is that while it brought formal democracy to a greater
number of countries than ever bef ore, the actual value ofuniversal suffrage historically a key demand of labor movements - is also more questionable
than ever. Formally democratic states are forced to make key economic and
social policy decisions with "an eye as much on pleasing the International
Monetary Fund [and multinational capital] as appealing to an electorate"
(1996: 132-5).
Another important explanation for t h e crisis of labor movements emphasizes recent transformations in the organization of production and labor
process, rather than the impact of capital mobility. These transformations

II. The Present and Future of Labor
(or "process innovations") are widely seen as having undermined the traditional bases of workers' bargaining power. Thus, for example, Craig
Jenkins and Kevin Leicht (1997: 378-9) argued that while the "traditional
Fordist system of standardized mass production provided fertile ground
for the development of labor and related movements . . . the development
of a post-Fordist s y s t e m . . . has transformed this organizing environment."
iVoreover, global competitive pressures have obliged employers across the
j <obe to follow suit in implementing the new "flexible production" system or to perish in the competitive struggle. As a result of these transformations, once-stable working classes have been replaced by "networks
of temporary and cursory relationships with subcontractors and temporary
help agencies." T h e result is a structurally disaggregated and disorganized
working class, prone more to "a politics of resentment" than to "traditional
working-class unions and leftist politics" (see also Hyman 1992).
While the race-to-the-bottom thesis and its variations are widespread in
the literature, we should be cautious about concluding that world-economic
forces are producing a general downward convergence of conditions for
workers and workers' movements worldwide. T h e r e are, that is, alternative interpretations of each of the dynamics emphasized in the "race to
the bottom" literature discussed above. With regard to capital mobility, the
race-to-the-bottom thesis emphasizes the movement of capital from highwage to low-wage areas in search of cheap labor. Contrary to this view,
however, a recent United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
( U N C T A D ) report shows that the majority of foreign direct investment
(FDI) flows continue to be intra-North (between high-wage countries).
Thus, in 1999 more than 75 percent of total F D I flows w e n t t o high-income
countries. T h e $276 billion of inflows to the United States alone surpassed
the combined total of $226 billion going to Latin America, Asia, Africa, and
Central and Eastern Europe ( U N C T A D 2000: 2-3).
To be sure, relocation of industrial capital to low-wage areas has indeed
taken place - and for some industries and regions, it has taken place on a
massive scale. Nevertheless, as will be argued in Chapter 2, the impact of
this relocation has been far less unidirectional than the race-to-the-bottom
thesis suggests. While labor has been weakened in the locations from which
productive capital emigrated, new working classes have been created and
strengthened in the favored new sites of investment. Thus, the cheap labor economic "miracles" of the 1970s and 1980s - ranging from Spain
and Brazil to South Africa and South Korea - each created new, strategically located working classes, which in turn produced powerful new labor
5
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movements rooted in expanding mass production industries. These labor
movements were not only successful in improving wages and working conditions; they were also key "subjects" behind the spread of democracy in
the late twentieth century. According to Ruth Collier, "the comparative and
theoretical literature [on democratization] has largely missed the importance of the working class and the labor movement in the democratization
process of the 1970s and 1980s
In the overwhelming majority of cases,
the roles of unions and labor-affiliated parties were important to a degree
that is at most hinted at in the literature" (1999: 110).2
Moreover, as Chapters 2 and 3 argue, the impact of transformations in
the organization of production on labor is less unidirectional than normally
thought.Indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 2, in some situations just-in-time
(JIT) production actually increases the vulnerability of capital to disruptions
in the flow of production, and thus can enhance workers' bargaining power
based on direct action at the point of production. This is true not only
of industries using J I T methods but also for workers in the transport and
communications industries whose reliability this production method is dependent upon. And there is reason to think that the more globalized the
networks of production, the wider the potential geographical ramifications
of disruptions, including by workers.
Indeed, there is some irony in the fact that early-twentieth-century observers of the transformations associated with Fordism were certain that
these changes spelled the death of labor movements. Fordism not only
made the skills of most unionized (craft) workers obsolete but also allowed
employers to tap new sources of labor, resulting in a working class that was
seen as hopelessly divided by ethnicity and other ascriptive differences, as
well as isolated from each other by "an awesome array of fragmenting and
alienating technologies" (Torigan 199 9: 3 3 6-7). It was only post facto - with
the success of mass production unionization - that Fordism came to be seen
as inherently labor strengthening rather than inherently labor weakening.
Is there a chance that we are on the eve of another such post-facto shift in
perspective?
Finally, there is an intense debate about whether and to what degree
there has been a genuine erosion of de facto state sovereignty. Indeed, many

2
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On South Africa and Brazil, see Seidman (1994); for the United States and Mexico, see
Cowie (1999); and for South Korea, see Koo (1993, 2001). See also Evans (1995: 227-9),
Beneria (1995), Markoff (1996: 20-31), Moody (1997), Arrighi and Silver (1984: 183-216),
and Silver (1995b, 1997).
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see the race-to-the-bottom as the outcome of political conflict rather than
the outcome of inexorable global economic processes undermining state
sovereignty. Seen from this perspective, the rhetoric surrounding globalization (especially T I N A - Margaret Thatcher's "there is no alternative")
is a purposefully created shield guarding governments and corporations
from political responsibility f o r policies that favor the massive redistribution of benefits from labor to capital. Assertive political struggles by labor
movements, they argue, have the potential to expose the T I N A rhetoric,
transform the ideological environment, and force a shift toward more laborfriendly national political and economic policies (see Block 1990: 16-18,
1996; Gordon 1996: 200-3; Tabb 1997; Piven 1995).
This is the point William Greider (2001) made with regard to what
he sees as the new political environment in the United States and worldwide in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks. For Greider, the new
crisis "upends the fictitious premises used to sell the supposed inevitability
of corporate-led globalization." States, "at least the largest and strongest
ones," had never "lost their power to tax and regulate commerce," they
had "simply retreated from exerting those powers." T h e September 11
crisis, however, has required "leading governments, especially that of the
United States, to do an abrupt about-face and begin to employ their neglected sovereign powers, that is, to intrude purposefully in the marketplace
and impose some rules on behalf of society." Government efforts to regulate the international flow of capital as a way of policing terrorist money
inevitably raises doubts about why analogous efforts are deemed impossible f o r states seeking to achieve other social and political goals. For
Greider, the "patriotic tensions generated by war and recession can spawn
a rare clarifying moment" and new political opportunities "to educate and
agitate."
v
W h e t h e r the final months of 2001 will be seen in retrospect as having ;
spawned a "rare clarifying moment" or some other kind of turning point
remains to be seen. 3 In any event, as Chapter 4 makes clear, the historical
trajectory of labor movements throughout the twentieth century has shaped
and been shaped by global politics - especially the dynamics of hegemony,
rivalry, interstate conflict, and war. Our conclusions about the future of

3

Indeed, with the cancellation of planned strikes and demonstrations worldwide in the immediate aftermath of the September 11 attacks, the closing down of political opportunities
was at least as much in evidence as any opening (Labor Notes 2001: 3; Reyes 2001: 1-2;
Slaughter and Moody 2001: 3).
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world labor in Chapter 5 will thus be based on two iterations of worldhistorical analysis - an analysis of global economic dynamics (the focus of
Chapters 2 and 3) embedded in an analysis of global political dynamics (the
focus of Chapter 4).
To be sure, the nature of this double embeddedness is more complex than
suggested so far. For one thing, the "globalization versus state sovereignty"
debate as presented earlier is framed in overly dichotomous terms, as a
"zero-sum" game between the global and the national. As Saskia Sassen
pointed out, states themselves are key participants "in setting up the new
frameworks through which globalization is furthered" (1999a: 158; 1999b).
Moreover, not all states are key participants in constructing these new
frameworks. Thus, to talk about general trends in state sovereignty, as is
common in the literature, makes little sense. For some states, globalization
is an exercise in state sovereignty; 4 f or others, it marks a new twist in a longrunning situation of weak or nonexistent sovereignty (from colonialism to
neocolonialism to globalization). This, in turn, has important implications
f o r the debate around labor internationalism - to which we now turn.
A

New Labor Internationalism?

Many of the same themes discussed in the previous section come back into
play in the debates about whether conditions favorable to a robust labor internationalism are emerging in the early-twenty-first century. Indeed, one
strand of the debate argues that the seeds of a new labor internationalism
are to be found in the very same processes that have brought about the crisis
of old labor movements. W i t h the "globalization of production," according
to this view, polarizing tendencies now operate primarily within countries
rather than between them, and as a result, the North-South divide is becoming increasingly irrelevant (Harris 1987; Hoogvelt 1997; Burbach and
Robinson 1999; Held et al. 1999; H a r d t and N e g r i 2000). A single homogeneous world working class with similar (and unpalatable) conditions

4
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Powerful states haveexercised this sovereignty under multiple pressures, including pressures
from struggles by workers and other subordinate groups around the globe. Indeed, a central
argument of Chapter 4 is that the global social-economic regime constructed after the
Second World War (itself an exercise of U.S. state sovereignty) had relatively "labor-friendly"
elements embedded in it precisely because of these types of pressures. Likewise, the powerful
states now "setting up the new frameworks through which globalization is furthered" are
likely to introduce labor-friendly elements in the new structures only to the extent that they
feel similarly challenged from below.
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of work and life is in the process of formation. In the words of William
Robinson and Jerry Harris (2000: 16-17, 22-3), current transnational
processes are "resulting in the accelerated division of the world into a global
bourgeoisie [or transnational capitalist class] and a global proletariat." This
transnational capitalist class is increasingly both "a class-in-itself and foritself.. .pursuing a class project of capitalist globalization." T h e "transnational working class" (while "not yet a class-for-itself") is increasingly "a
class-in-itself," thus providing the objective basis for labor internationalism.
Indeed, many observers of (and participants in) the mass protests against
globalization, beginning with the a n t i - W T O (World Trade Organization)
demonstrations in Seattle in November 1999, saw these demonstrations
as the first signs of just such an emerging new labor internationalism. According to an editorial in The Nation (1999: 3), Seattle marked "a milestone
for a new kind of politics" in which the U.S. labor movement "shed its
nationalism for a new rhetoric of internationalism and solidarity." In the
wake of Seattle, Jay Mazur (Chair of the A L F - C I O International Affairs
Committee) maintained t h a t " [t]he divide is not between N o r t h and South,
it is between workers everywhere and the great concentrations of capital
and governments they dominate" (2000: 92).
Moreover, globalized production, it is argued, not only creates a world
working class that increasingly shares common conditions of life and work
but also creates a world-scale labor force that often faces the same multinational corporate employer. T h e threat of whipsawing workers in one
corner of a corporate empire against workers in another corner has led
labor movement activists and observers to argue that workers must build
organizations equal in geographical scope to that of their multinational
corporate employers (Mazur 2000; Cowie 1999; Moody 1997). Declining
state sovereignty would further justify such a call. For if states are suffering a major de facto decline in sovereignty vis-a-vis supranational actors,
it is clear that workers can find little or no satisfaction by targeting their
demands at their own national governments. If the real arena of power is
now at the supranational level (whether in the form of private multinational
corporations or international institutions of global governance such as the
International Monetary Fund [IMF] and the W T O ) , then labor politics
must also move to the supranational level.
Despite these arguments, caution is nonetheless required before concluding that we are moving toward a world context favorable to labor
internationalism. For one thing, recent empirical research on world income
inequality is not easy to square with the image of an emergenthomogeneous
9
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global working class-in-itself. This research shows that between country
inequalities rather than within country inequalities still account for an
overwhelming proportion of total world income inequality - a proportion ranging between 74 percent and 86 percent (Milanovic 1999: 34;
Korzeniewicz and Moran 1997: 1017). Likewise, a more straightforward
calculation based on World Bank data reveals that the average gross national product ( G N P ) per capita of T h i r d World countries has remained
a tiny fraction of the average G N P per capita of First World countries 4.5 percent in 1960, 4.3 percent in 1980, and 4.6 percent in 1999 (calculated from World Bank 1984, 2001; see Arrighi, Silver, and Brewer 2003).
Such extreme income inequality does not in itself undermine the arguments
made in favor of the tactical benefits to be derived from the international
coordination of actions by workers with the same multinational corporate
employer. Nevertheless, it does make "documenting the existence of an actual community of fate" in which harm to another is understood as harm to
one's self (Levi and Olson 2000: 313) a challenge to labor internationalism
that should not be underestimated.
Part of the argument for promoting labor internationalism is based on
the sense that only a global labor movement is up to the task of effectively
challenging global organizations and institutions. But for those who see the
decline of state sovereignty as a myth, and believe that states (or at least
some states) still have the power to protect their working classes, investing
in international labor solidarity is not the only, or indeed the best, political
choice available to labor movements. Rather, from this perspective, the most
efficient strategy for labor movements is to pressure their own governments
to implement policies favorable to workers."
Alternatively, if one takes the position that certain powerful states are the
key actors determining the parameters of globalization (while other states
are effectively powerless), then a handful of powerful states are the most
strategic targets f o r labor movements. Seen from this point of view, the
worker-citizens of these powerful states would appear to be positioned differently than worker-citizens of less powerful states. That is, they are better
positioned to engage in political struggles designed to pressure the most
"strategic target," the national governments that actually have the power
5

This does not preclude trying to mobilize international solidarity to help pressure one's
own government, as would be the case, for example, in the "boomerang" strategy discussed
by Keck and Sikkink (1998: 12-13). In teasing out different possible national-international
combinations, Doug Imig and Sidney Tarrow's (2000: 78) distinction between the level of
mobilization of protests and the level of the target of protests is quite useful.
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to reform the supranational institutions and organizations. T h e workercitizens of these powerful states might use their privileged position in a way
that is in the interests of all the world's workers, being vanguards of labor
internationalism. T h e extent and persistence of the North-South income
divide, however, raises the question as to whether struggles by Northern
workers aimed at reforming supranational institutions are more likely to be
steps toward the formation of a global working class "for itself" or signs of
an emergent new form of national protectionism.
Indeed, Third World delegates to the W T O meeting in Seattle interpreted the demonstrations, not as evidence of a new labor internationalism,
but rather as the expression of a national-protectionist agenda on the part
of N o r t h e r n labor in alliance with N o r t h e r n governments. 5 ' In the weeks
leading up to the W T O meetings, T h i r d World countries passed a unanimous resolution opposing the insertion into trade agreements of social
clauses demandinghigher labor and environmental standards. These social
clauses, they argued, were not the expression of internationalist concern
for the well being of Third World workers but rather a new way of erecting barriers to the entry of T h i r d World exports into the wealthy countries - "protectionism in the guise ot idealism" (Dugger 1999). 1 here was
also "unexpected resistance" from Southern trade unionists to a proposal
for basic labor standards to be observed worldwide, with delegates to the
April 2000 International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU)
Congress arguing that sanctions for the violation of labor standards were
potential national-protectionist weapons (Agence France-Presse 2000).
In short, present trends and events in international labor politics are
subject to radically different interpretations. We will intervene in this debate at various points. Chapters 2 and 3, for example, will show how the
globalization of industrial production has been a contradictory process that
simultaneously produced elements of both convergence and divergence in the
material conditions of geographically dispersed working classcs - a contradictory process that has similarly contradictory implications f or the past and
future of labor internationalism. 7 Chapter 4 will recast this process within
a century-long view of the relationship between labor movements, state
1

T h e fact that, a month before the November 30 demonstration, AFL-CIO President John
Sweeney joined a group of business leaders in signing a letter endorsing the Clinton administration's trade agenda f or the W T O negotiations (Moody 1999: 1) no doubt bolstered this
view. On North-South tensions leading up to Seattle, see O'Brien (2000: 82-92).
Section III of this chapter will address the question of whether a tendency toward the
homogenization of workers' conditions is actually favorable to the development of labor
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sovereignty, and world politics. It will show that the bargaining power of
worker-citizens vis-a-vis their states increased with the escalation of interimperialist rivalries and warfare in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, as workers became increasingly important (industrial and battlefront) cogs in the war machines. Over the course of the first half of the
twentieth century, as workers used this enhanced bargaining power in militant struggles, states sought to guarantee their loyalty by expanding their
rights as citizens and workers.
Writing at the close of the Second World War, E. H. Carr suggested
that this incorporation of workers into national-state projects was at the
root of the collapse of nineteenth-century labor internationalism. In the
nineteenth century, "when the nation belonged to the middle class and
the worker had no fatherland, socialism had been international." However,
for Carr, the "crisis of 1914 showed in a flash t h a t . . . the mass of workers
knew instinctively on which side their bread was buttered [that is, on the
side of their own state's power]." Thus with the outbreak of the First World
War, "[international socialism ignominiously collapsed" (1945: 20-1).
Are global political conditions once again favorable for the flourishing of a new phase of labor internationalism? From what we have said
so far, this depends in part on how we judge the nature of contemporary
sovereignty, the nature of workers' bargaining power, and the nature of
the N o r t h - S o u t h divide. For even if (some) states have the power to implement "labor-friendly" policies, do workers have the strength to make
their governments use that power on their behalf? And if some workers
do have the necessary strength, will they use it (and will governments respond) in ways that consolidate or break down the North-South divide?
Alternatively, if workers no longer have the bargaining power necessary to
influence their governments, will they once again find themselves without a
"fatherland" and will labor politics turn "instinctively" internationalist once
again?
We return to all these questions in Chapter 5. Their answer, however,
depends on an assessment of the long-term dynamics of workers' bargaining
power vis-a-vis their states, vis-a-vis their employers, and vis-a-vis "the
powers that be," at whatever level they might be found. Thus, before we
go on, we must lay out some tools for the analysis of transformations over
time in the sources and nature of workers' bargaining power.
solidarity among workers of different nations, races, genders, and the like - something
assumed to be the case in much of the "optimistic" labor internationalism literature.
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III.
and

Labor Unrest in World-Historical Perspective: A
Theoretical Framework

Conceptual

Sources of Workers' Power
Contentions about the state of world labor are based on assumptions about
the impact of contemporary globalization on workers' bargaining power. A
useful starting point for differentiating types of workers' bargaining power
is Erik Olin Wright's (2000: 962) distinction between associational and
structural power. Associational power consists of "the various forms of power
that result from the formation of collective organization of workers" (most
importantly, trade unions and political parties). Structural power, in, contrast, consists of the power that accrues to workers "simply from their
location... in the economic system." Wright further divides "structural"
power into two subtypes. T h e first subtype of structural power (which we
shall call marketplace bargaining power) is the power that "results directly
from nght labor markets." T h e second subtype of structural power (which
we shall call workplace bargainingpower) is the power that results "from the
strategic location of a particular group of workers within a key industrial
sector."
Marketplace bargaining power can take several forms including (1) the
possession of scarce skills that are in demand by employers, (2) low levels of
general unemployment, and (3) the ability ofworkers to pull out of the labor
market entirely and survive on nonwage sources of income. 8 Workplace
bargaining power, on the other hand, accrues to workers who are enmeshed
in tightly integrated production processes, where a localized work stoppage
in a key node can cause disruptions on a much wider scale than the stoppage
itself. Such bargaining power has been in evidence when entire assembly
lines have been shut down by a stoppage in one segment of the line, and
when entire corporations relying on the just-in-time delivery of parts have,
been brought to a standstill by railway workers' strikes.19
Those who credit globalization with bringing about a severe and/or terminal crisis of labor movements see globalization's various manifestations as

s

On this latter type of marketplace bargaining power, see Erik O. Wright's discussion of "the
parable of the shmoo" (1997: 4-9); see also Arrighi and Silver (1984: 193-200).
On workplace bargaining power, see Arrighi and Silver (1984: 193-5). For analogous concepts, see Edwards' (1979) "the limits of technical control" and Perrone's (1984) "positional
power," which was also used by Wallace, Griffin, and Rubin (1989). See also Tronti (1971).
On the workplace bargaining power of Third World export workers, see Bergquist (1986).
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undermining all these forms of workers' bargaining power (see Section II).
Seen from this perspective, labor's marketplace bargaining power has been
undermined by the mobilization of a world-scale reserve army of labor,
creating a global glut on labor markets. Moreover, to the extent that the
global spread of capitalist agriculture and manufacturing is undermining
nonwage sources of income and forcing more and more individuals into the
proletariat, marketplace bargaining power is undermined further. Finally,
by weakening state sovereignty, globalization has undermined the associational bargaining power of labor. Historically, associational power has been
embedded in state legal frameworks that guaranteed such things as the right
to form trade unions as well as the obligation of employers to bargain collectively with trade unions. This weakening of state sovereignty, in turn,
has also led to a furtherweakeningofmarketplace bargaining power, which
had been bolstered by state welfare policies forming a "social safety net"
and curbing labor market competition.
Indeed, globalization is widely seen as having created a vicious circle in
which weakening marketplace bargaining power undermines associational
power and vice versa. Thus, the mobilization of global labor reserves has not
only directly undermined workers' marketplace bargaining power but also
helped de-legitimize existing trade union organizations and labor parties
in the eyes of many workers by making it increasingly difficult for these
organizations to deliver benefits to their members. Moreover, direct attacks
by employers and states on workers' organizations (with the collapse of the
postwar social contracts) directly undermined workers' associational power.
They also contributed to the farther erosion of workers' marketplace power
by making it increasingly difficult for workers' organizations to successfully
defend/extend state "social safety net" policies.
If the hypermobility of capital is widely seen as having undermined marketplace and associational bargaining power, related "post-Fordist" transformations in the organization of production and labor process are widely
seen as having undermined labor's workplace bargaining power.Thus, subcontracting and other forms of vertical disintegration are seen as having
reversed the historical trend toward increased workplace bargaining power
that was brought about through the spread of Fordist systems of mass production. Fordism tended to dramatically increase workplace bargaining
power by increasing the vulnerability of capital to workers' direct action
at the point of production. To be sure, continuous flow production (including the assembly line) tended to decrease labor's marketplace bargaining
power by homogenizing and deskiliing industrial work and by making it
14
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possible (indeed preferable) to draw on latent reserve armies of labor with
little or no industrial experience. Moreover, continuous flow production
tended to weaken associational power by bringing into the proletariat "a
mass of unorganized workers" who could not be easily absorbed into the
existing artisanal unions or left political parties.
Nevertheless, labor's workplace bargaining power grew at multiple levels. First, as was to become clear in the United States in the 1930s and to be
demonstrated repeatedly in far-flung locations in subsequent decades, the
assembly line has allowed a relatively small number of strategically placed
activists to disrupt the output of an entire plant (see Chapter 2). Second,
with the increasing integration of production among plants within a corporation, a strike in a plant producing a key input part could bring all
downstream plants, and even an entire corporation, to a standstill. Finally,
with the increasing concentration and centralization of production, the disruption caused to a country's economy by a strike in a key corporation or key
industry (including transportation industries linking plants to each other
and to markets) also grew. This has been the case especially where workers are located in an industry on which a country overwhelmingly depends
for foreign exchange. As Charles Bergquist (1986) argued, relatively small
groups of workers linked to major export industries and allied transport
industries (e.g., docks, railways, airports) in the Third World have had the
capacity to disrupt an entire economy as well as industry or company. 10
Whether and to what degree marketplace, workplace and associational
bargaining power have been undermined by post-Fordist transformations
in the organization of production - as the bulk of contemporary analyses
suggest - is one of the central themes to be taken up in Chapters 2 and 3.
In Chapters 3 and 4, we also explore the possibility that there is not a strict
correspondence between workers' bargaining power and the actual use by
workers of that power to struggle for better working and living conditions.
Indeed, one strand in the globalization and labor literature discussed earlie r

10

Workplace bargaining power points to a different relationship between the concentration/centralization of production and labor's bargaining power than that more commonly
emphasized in the Marxist literature (e.g., Wright 1997). T h e latter tends to emphasize
the effect of the concentration and centralization of capital on the associational bargaining
power ofworkers. T h a t is, by "bringing masses ofworkers into contact and interdependency
with one another," the advance of capitalism promotes the conditions for the development
ofworkers' collective consciousness and organization. In either case, post-Fordist transformations that promote a vertical disintegration and fragmentation of production are widely
seen as weakening labor.
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argues that the crisis of labor movements has been brought about, not so
much by any transformations in the structural conditions facing workers'
movements but by transformations in the discursive environment. In particular, the belief that there is no alternative has had a powerful demobilizing
impact on labor movements. As Frances Piven and Richard Cloward (2000:
413-14) p u t it, the "idea of power" itself has been an important source of
workers' power. Mobilizations over the past century have been fueled by the
belief that workers do indeed have power and, moreover, that their power
can be used to effectively transform their conditions of work and life for the
better. W h a t globalization has done more than anything else, they argued,
is to "puncture this century-old belief in worker power" and to create a discursive environment that has dramatically deflated popular political morale
and the willingness to struggle for change. Such shifts in workers' beliefs
partly mirror shifts in structural and associational bargaining power but, no
doubt, also play a role of their own in dynamics of labor movements.
In disentangling how transformations in these various forms of workers'
bargaining power have changed over time and space, our analysis will be
guided by two sets of hypotheses concerning the relationship between labor
unrest and processes of capital accumulation on a world scale. Both sets
focus on the social contradictions involved in the transformation of labor
into a commodity. But while the first set focuses on the temporal unevenness
of the transformation, the second set focuses on its spatial unevenness. Let
us briefly examine each set in turn.
Labor as Fictitious Commodity
Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi provide different but related theoretical lenses
through which to view the world-historical development of labor movements. In different ways, both contended that labor is a "fictitious commodity" and any attempt to treat human beings as a commodity "like any
other" would necessarily lead to deeply felt grievances and resistance. Nevertheless, as discussed later, our reading of Marx leads to an emphasis on
the stage-like nature of transformations in the labor resistance that has
characterized historical capitalism, while our reading of Polanyi leads to an
emphasis on the pendulum-like nature of that resistance.
For Marx, the fictitious nature of the commodity labor power reveals
itself in the "hidden abode of production." In Volume I of Capital, Marx assumed (for the sake of argument) that, in the labor market, "Freedom,
Equality, Property, and Bentham" rule; thus, labor power is freely
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exchanged for a wage representing its full value (i.e., the cost of its reproduction). However, the purchaser of labor power soon finds out that it
is not a commodity like any other. Rather, it is embodied in human beings
who complain and resist if they are driven too long, too hard, or too fast.
Struggle thus becomes endemic to, and in theory defines, the labor-capital
relation at the point of production.
If for Marx labor reveals its fictitious nature at the point of production,
for Polanyi its fictitious (and hence inflexible) nature is already visible with
the creation and operation of a market for labor. Labor, land, and money
are all essential factors of production, but they are not real commodities
because either they are not produced at all (land) or they are produced
for reasons other than sale on the market (labor and money). "Labor and
land are no other than the human beings themselves of which every society
consists and the natural surroundings in which it exists. To include them in
the market mechanism means to subordinate the substance of society itself
to the laws of the market" (Polanyi 1944: 71).
,
Thus, for Polanyi, the extension/deepening of unregulated markets for
labor and other fictitious commodities inevitably provokes a corresponding
countermovement for the "protection of society," what Polanyi called the
"double movement" (1944: 130). Each extension or deepening of the labor
market is countered by mobilization to regulate and constrain "the market
for that factor of production known as labor power" through a variety of
mechanisms including social legislation, factory laws, unemployment insurance, and trade unions (1944:176-7). But such a relative decommodification
of labor can only become a stable solution in a society that subordinates the
pursuit of profits to the provision of livelihood.
Polanyi's analysis provides a useful lens through which to view the
trajectory of labor movements in the twentieth century. With this lens,
we can detect a pendulum-like motion. W h e n the pendulum swings toward the commodification of labor, it provokes strong countermovements
demanding protection. Thus, the late-nineteenth- and early-twentiethcentury globalization of markets produced a strong countermovement from
workers and other social groups (see Chapter 4). In response to rising labor militancy, and in the wake of the two world wars and depression, the
pendulum swung toward the decommodification of labor after the Second
World War. T h e establishment of national and international social compacts binding labor, capital, and states partially protected labor from the
vagaries of an unregulated global market. But these compacts protecting
livelihood came to be perceived as a growing fetter on profitability - a fetter
17
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that was broken with the late-twentieth-century wave of globalization (see
Chapter 4). If we observe contemporary processes of globalization through
this Polanyian lens, we would expect a new swing of the pendulum. And
indeed, numerous contemporary analysts have drawn on Polanyi's (1944)
analysis of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a theoretical foundation for both explaining contemporary backlashes against globalization
and for predicting future (and growing) backlashes (or countermovements).
(SeeKapstein 1996: 16-28; 1999: 38-9; Rodrik 1997;Mittleman 1996; Gill
and Mittleman 1997; Block 2001; Stiglitz 2001; Smith and Korzeniewicz
1997.)
In Polanyi's analysis, the extension of the self-regulating market provokes resistance in part because it overturns established and widely accepted
social compacts on the right to livelihood - in other words, it is in part fueled by a sense of "injustice."But the concept of "power" is largely missing
from Polanyi. For in Polanyi's analysis, an unregulated world market would
eventually be overturned "from above" even if those belo w lacked effective
•bargaining power. This is because the project of a self-regulating global
market is simply "utopian" and unsustainable on its own terms - it is one
that is bound to wreak such havoc as to be replaced from above regardless
of the effectiveness of protest from below. 11
Marx's analysis, in contrast, emphasized power as well as injustice in identifying the limits of capital. Capitalism is seen as simultaneously producing
growing mass misery and growing proletarian power. In Marx's analysis,
capital is nothing without labor, and capitalist development itself leads to
a long-term structural strengthening of the possessors of labor power. Toward the end of Volume I of Capital, for example, Marx described how the
advance of capitalism leads not onlyr to misery, degradation, and exploitation of the working class but also to a strengthening of its capacity and
disposition to resist exploitation. It is "a class always increasing in numbers
and disciplined, 'united, organised by the vety mechanism of the process of capitalist
production itself'' (1959: 763, emphasis added). This position was stated even
more clearly in The Manifesto-. " T h e advance of industry, whose involuntary
promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers due to
competition, by their revolutionary combination, due to association. T h e

' * This conclusion is somewhat muted by Polanyi's analysis of the 1930s, which also suggests that the nature and strength of popular movements from below may be important
in determining the form that the inevitable shift away from self-regulating markets takes
(e.g., fascism, communism, or New Deal).
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development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the
very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products" (1967: 93-4). Marx's formulation suggests that although "the advance
of industry" may weaken the marketplace bargaining power of labor, it tends
to increase both workplace bargaining power and associational power.
Marx's formulation has been the just target of extensive criticism in the
labor studies literature, especially insofar as it has formed the basis of the
so-called master narrative - a generalized linear narrative in which proletarianization necessarily leads to class consciousness and (successful) revolutionary action. (See Katznelson and Zolberg 1986 for an elaboration of
this critique.) Yet, a reading of Volume I of Capital as a whole suggests a
much less linear progression of working class power, and one that resonates
strongly with contemporary dynamics. T h e core of Volume I can be read
as a history of the dialectic between workers' resistance to exploitation at
the point of production and the efforts of capital to overcome that resistance by constantly revolutionizing production and social relations. In each
move - from handicraft industry to the factory system to machinofacture old forms of workers' bargaining power are undermined only to create new
forms on a larger and more disruptive scale.
This reading of Marx leads us to expect a constant transformation of the
working class and the form of labor-capital conflict. Revolutions in the organization of production and social relations may disorganize some elements
of the working class, even turning some into "endangered species" - as the
transformations associated with contemporary globalization have doubtless
done (see Section I). But new agencies and sites of conflict emerge along
with new demands and forms of struggle, reflecting the shifting terrain on
which labor-capital relations develop. Thus, while our reading of Polanyi
suggests a pendular movement (or repetition), our reading of Marx suggests
a succession of stages in which the organization of production (and hence
the working class and the terrain on which it struggles) is continually and
fundamentally transformed.
T h e insight that labor and labor movements are continually made and
remade provides an important antidote against the common tendency to
be overly rigid in specifying who the working class is (be it the nineteenthcentury craftworkers or the twentieth-century mass production workers).
Thus, rather than seeing an "historically superseded" movement (Castells
1997) or a "residual endangered species" (Zolberg 1995), our eyes are open
to the early signs of new working class formation as well as "backlash"
resistance from those working classes that are being "unmade." A key task
19
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becomes the identification of emerging responses from below to both the
creative and destructive sides of capitalist development.
Our investigation into the long-term dynamics of world labor will thus
be on the lookout for a combination of Marx-type and Polanyi-type labor
unrest. By Polanyi-type labor unrest, we mean the backlash resistances
to the spread of a global self-regulating market, particularly by working
classes that are being unmade by global economic transformations as well as
by those workers who had benefited from established social compacts that
are being abandoned from above. And by Marx-type labor unrest, we mean
the struggles of newly emerging working classes that are successively made
and strengthened as an unintended outcome of the development of historical capitalism, even as old working classes are being unmade.
Boundary Drawing and the Spatial Contradictions of Historical Capitalism
The preceding discussion suggests a fundamental contradiction of historical
capitalism. On the one hand, the expansion of capitalist production tends
to strengthen labor and, therefore, brings capital (and states) recurrently
face to face with strong labor movements. The concessions made to bring
labor movements under control, in turn, tend to drive the system toward
crises of profitability. On the other hand, efforts by capital (and states)
to restore profits invariably involve breaking established social compacts
and intensifying the commodification of labor, thereby producing crises of
legitimacy and backlash resistance.
These two tendencies - crisis of profitability and crisis of legitimacy define an ongoing tension within historical capitalism. One type of crisis can
be resolved only by measures that eventually bring about the other type of
crisis. This alternation creates a tendency for a periodic oscillation between
historical phases characterized by a move toward the de-commodification of
labor and the establishment ofnew social compacts and phases characterized
by the re-commodification of labor and the breaking of old social compacts.
T h i s temporal dynamic is deeply intertwined with a spatial dynamic. In
other words, the periodic oscillation over time between phases tending toward the commodification and de-commodification of labor is intertwined
with an ongoing process of spatial differentiation among geographical
areas with regard to the level/intensity of labor commodification. As a first
approximation in understanding this intertwining of temporal and spatial
dynamics, we can draw on Immanuel Wallerstein's notion that historical
capitalism is characterized by a "system-level problem." T h a t is, profits
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can be made - even with the partial de-commodification of labor and the
establishment of expensive social contracts - as long as those concessions
are made to only a small percentage of the world's workers. As Wallerstein
put it, with reference to the post-Second World War social contracts:
"One could cut in several-hundred-million western workers and still
make the system profitable. But if one cut in several billion T h i r d World
workers, there would be nothing left for farther capital accumulation"
(1995:25).
Indeed, as we shall argue in Chapter 4, it was the split between the discursive promises that were made to globalize mass consumption Americanstyle and the inability to do so profitably that would become a central limit
of U.S. hegemony as instituted after the Second World War. Moreover, the
explosion of this contradiction in the 1970s provided the context in which
a new swing of the pendulum back toward global self-regulating markets
(the contemporary phase of globalization) would take place.
M o r e generally, there is a continual struggle not only over defining the
content of working-class "rights" but also over the types and numbers of
workers with access to those rights. H o w - and how quickly - a new crisis
of legitimacy/profitability is reached is determined in large part by "spatial
strategies" - efforts to draw "boundaries" delineating who will be "cut in"
and who will be "left out."
Indeed, a key feminist critique of mainstream labor studies is its failure
to recognize the pervasiveness and importance of boundary-drawing
strategies. Traditionally, labor studies has told a story of working-class
formation that focuses on artisanal and skilled workers in Western Europe
and the United States, who facing proletarianization and deskilling,
organized politically and resisted threats to their livelihoods and work
traditions. But as feminist scholars have emphasized, by implicitly defining
certain actors as the prototypical or universal subject of class formation,
the race (white) and gender (male) of these historically specific actors is
made to seem irrelevant. As a result, the ways in which "both gender and
race . . . have been constitutive of class identities" are ignored. Moreover,
the way in which workers themselves have actively constructed identities
that have excluded other workers from the community of rights becomes
invisible 12 (Rose 1997: 138-9, emphasis in original).
12

Thus, with regard to the "quintessential worker" of the late nineteenth century, these
skilled artisans did more than exclude unskilled laborers from their political organizations; they constructed "skill itself'' through "exclusive apprenticeships." Moreover, it was

21

Introduction
In ignoring or downplaying the centrality of race, ethnicity, gender,
and nationality to class formation, traditional labor studies followed in
the footsteps of Marx. Marx expected that proletarianization processes
would produce an increasingly homogeneous working class over time, with
converging experience, interests, and consciousness, thus laying the basis
for unified national (and international) labor movements. Famously, Marx
and Engels argued that modern "subjection to capital, the same in England
as in France, in America as in Germany, has stripped [the proletarian] of
every trace of national character," and that differences "of age and sex have
no longer any distinctive social validity for the working class. All are instruments of labor, more or less expensive to use according to their age and
sex" (1967: 88, 92, 102).
These conclusions were based on a conflation of two perspectives: that
of labor and that of capital. As Giovanni Arrighi (1990a: 63) pointed out,
the cost-cutting race of the late twentieth century provided "new and compelling evidence in support of the observation that for capital all the members
of the proletariat are [interchangeable] instruments of labor" (regardless of
age, sex, color, nationality). ButMarxwas incorrect to infer that just because
capitalists treat workers as interchangeable, workers themselves would willingly relinquish nonclass bases of identity. Indeed, precisely because the
ongoing unmaking and remaking of working classes creates dislocations
and competitive pressures on workers, there is also an endemic tendency
for workers to draw nonclass borders and boundaries as a basis f o r claims
for protection from the maelstrom, 13
Whenever faced with the predisposition of capital to treat labor as an undifferentiated mass with no individuality other than a differential capability to augment the value of capital, proletarians have rebelled. Almost invariably they have
seized upon or created anew whatever combination of distinctive traits (age, sex,
color, and assorted geographical specificities) they could use to impose on capital some kind of special treatment. As a consequence, patriarchalism, racism,
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"historically constructed as a [white and] masculine attribute" (Rose 1997: 147; see also
Barton 1989; Somers 1995; Phillips and Taylor 1980; Cockburn 1983; Elson and Pearson
1981; Rose 1992; Tabili 1994; Roediger 1991).
This discussion is clearly relevant to the debates on labor internationalism reviewed earlier.
Some of those who take the "optimistic" position on labor internationalism are operating
from an underlying logic that sees capital's tendency to homogenize labor across national
borders as increasing the chances that workers will actively break down divisions among
themselves and cooperate across previously existing divides.

HI. Labor .Unrest in World-Historical Perspective
and national-chauvinism have been integral to the making of the world labor
movement... and live on in one form or another in most proletarian ideologies
and organizations. (Arrighi 1990a: 63)
While the preceding discussion suggests that it is in the interest of workers to draw boundaries and in the interest of capital to break down those
boundaries, it would be wrong to maintain that this is the only dynamic
by which exclusionary boundary drawing takes place. Indeed, there is an
extensive literature that focuses on the benefits that capital and states gain
from exclusionary boundary drawing. Frederick Cooper's (1996) analysis
of the experience of African trade unions in the immediate postwar years
provides an effective example of workers actively seeking to break down
exclusionary boundaries. Drawing on the universalistic discourse of the
colonial powers, African trade unionists called for an extension of the notion of "workers' rights" to include all workers in the Empire - metropolitan
and colonial, black and white, equally. These efforts by African workers to
establish the legitimacy of empire-wide workers' rights (i.e., to break down
existing boundaries separating metropolitan from colonial domains) were
met by the efforts of capitalists and states to draw new boundaries and reaffirm old ones. T h e colonial powers' decision to move toward decolonization
and national sovereignty resulted in clear new boundaries that limited the
obligations of the metropolitan countries by excluding the workers and citizens of their former colonies. Workers' universalistic demands had brought
the colonial state and capital face to face with a "system-level problem" (see
earlier), and a redefinition of "citizenship rights" (and hence workers' rights )
helped defuse the explosive potential of the clear gap between universalistic
discourse and actual practice.
Another example is to be found in the reactions by colonial and post- .
colonial states to the enduring strong ties of African urban workers with "ff
rural communities. Indigenous working-class culture was producing and
reproducing fuzzy boundaries, and thereby raising the specter of mass
labor movements expanding beyond the urban workplace and engulfing whole regions. Fearing the potential for uncontrollable unrest that
these fuzzy boundaries opened up, capitalists and governments sought
to draw new boundaries - creating and enforcing rigid urban/rural and
primary/secondary sector divides. Their goal was to produce a "compact,
stable, reasonably well paid labor force - set apart from the rest of African
society" (Cooper 1996: 457). By demarcating a visible but relatively small
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primary sector of urban workers with special workers' rights, it was hoped
that legitimacy, control, and profits might be made to coexist.
For Mahmood Mamdani (1996: 218-84), the case of Apartheid South
Africa provided a variation on the same theme. In 1948, with the victory
of the Nationalist Party, South Africa abruptly shifted away from labor
stabilization policies toward "the massive expulsions of Africans from cities
and the vigorous policing of influx and residence" (Cooper 1996: 6). As a
result, South African migrant workers, writes Mamdani, became "the conveyer belts between urban activism and rural discontent." T h e y "carried
forms of urban militancy from the towns to the reserves in the 1950s" and
then carried "the flame of revolt from the rural to the urban" in the 1960s,
culminating in the 1976 Soweto uprising. In the decade after Soweto, the
South African state was forced to move back to labor stabilization policies. It sought to "set up a Chinese wall between migrant and township
populations" and to limit union organizing rights to resident urban labor
while "tightening the screw of'influx control' on migrants." T h i s boundarydrawing strategy, in turn, helped turn a "difference" between migrant and
resident urban workers into a tension-ridden "divide" (Mamdani 1996:
220-1). 14
In sum, boundary-drawing strategies have taken three main interconnected forms: segmenting labor markets (pursued mainly by capital),
bounding citizenship (pursued mainly by states), and constructing exclusionary class identities on nonclass bases (pursued mainly by workers
themselves). Rather than suggest that exclusionary boundary drawing is
invariably the act of a specific group, this book works with the premise that
historical capitalism is indeed characterized by a system-level problem that
gives great salience to the practice of boundary drawing. W h o uses boundary drawing (and how) in an attempt to resolve/exploit this system-level
problem cannot be determined a priori from theoretical considerations. It is
instead a question to be answered on the basis ofhistorical-empirical analysis. It does seem plausible to suggest that workers facing intense competit ion
from differently located workers will be more likely to take up a strategy of
exclusion, while emerging new working classes excluded from existing social contracts are most likely to attempt to contest and break down existing

14

24

For analogous but different stories of state boundary-drawing strategies that have created
and divided two classes ofworkers - established urban and migrant-rural - with different
citizenship and workers' rights, see Solinger (1999) for China and Roberts (1995) for Latin
America.
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boundaries. But the interaction of these tendencies with the exclusionary/inclusive propensities of states and capitalists complicates considerably
the actual dynamic of boundary drawing and boundary breakdown.
IV. Research

Strategies

The Time and Space of Labor Unrest
As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, a central premise of this book
is that a full understanding of the dynamics of contemporary labor movements requires that we cast our analysis in a longer historical and wider
geographical frame than is normally done. Assessments about the future of
labor movements are based - explicitly or implicitly - on a judgment about
the historical novelty of the contemporary world. Those who see a terminal
crisis of labor movements tend to see the contemporary era as one that is
fundamentally new and unprecedented, in which global economic processes
have completely reshaped the working class and/or the terrain on which
labor movements must operate. In contrast, those who expect the reemergence of significant labor movements tend to perceive historical capitalism
itself as being characterized by recurrent dynamics, including the continual
creation of contradictions and conflict between labor and capital. To the
extent that this latter perspective is plausible, it suggests that forecasts about
the future of labor movements must be based on a comparison of contemporary dynamics with analogous dynamics of past historical periods. Thus,
the book reaches back in time in search of patterns of recurrence and evolution, so as to be able to isolate what, if anything, is truly novel about the
situation currently facing labor movements.
T h e justification f o r widening the geographical scope of the analysis beyond that which is typical in labor studies is, in part, related to the same
issue of newness. It is by now fairly commonplace to assume that the fate of
workers and labor movements in one locale can crucially affect the outcome
of labor-capital conflict in another locale (especially as mediated through
processes of trade and capital mobility). Nevertheless, this assumption is
widely regarded as relevant only for the study of late-twentieth-century labor movements and beyond, not for earlier periods, because contemporary
globalization is seen as a fundamental historical divide.
Yet, if globalization is taken to mean "an increase in the geographical range of locally consequential social interactions" (Tilly 1995), then,
as many argue, the current period of globalization is not the first such
25
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period. Among those who see globalization as a recurrent phenomenon,
there is some debate about how far back in history globalization processes
can reasonably be identified. 15 Nevertheless, there is widespread agreement among these same individuals that strong analogies exist between
the current phase of globalization and the late nineteenth century. Indeed,
some argue that the interconnectedness of national economies and societies is no greater today than it was at the end of the nineteenth century that is, the period widely taken to mark the birth of the modern labor
movement.
One clear example of late-nineteenth-century interconnectedness (and
one with a significant impact on labor and labor movements) is the massive global labor migration of that period, 16 T h i s migration played a major role both in transmitting styles of labor unrest and 111 precipitating
Polanyi-esque movements of "self-protection" (i.e., campaigns to restrict
immigration). This example simultaneously demonstrates the strong interconnectedness of late-nineteenth-century economies and societies and
the relevance of this interconnectedness for labor movement behavior and
outcomes, while also suggesting that late-twentieth-century globalization
(with its tighter restrictions on labor mobility) is not a simple repeat of the
past.
In broad terms, then, a central methodological premise of the book is
that workers and workers' movements located in different states/regions
are linked to each other by the world-scale division of labor and global
political processes. An understanding of relational processes among "cases" on
a world scale across both time and space is fundamental to understanding the
dynamics of labor movements since at least the late nineteenth century.
Throughout the book, special attention will be paid to both "direct" and
"indirect" relational processes. In the case of direct relational processes, the
actors are aware of and consciously promoting the links among the cases.
T h e s e direct relational processes can take two different forms: diffusion
and solidarity. In the case of diffusion, actors located in "cases" that are
separated in time and space are influenced by the spread of information
about the behavior of others and its consequences (Pitcher, Hamblin, and
15
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For a sample of the debate, see Tilly (1995), Wallerstein (1979), Gills and Frank (1992),
Chase-Dunn (1989), and O'Rourke and Williamson (1999).
As David Held and his co-authors have shown, migration flows in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century, relative to world population, were more significant than migration
flows in the late twentieth century (Held et al. 1999: Chapter 6; see also O'Rourke and
Williamson 1999: Chapters 7-8).
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Miller 1978). "Social contagion" is a common image used m the methodological literature on diffusion. T h e contagion of a language of workers'
rights "caught" by African trade unionists (discussed earlier) would be one
example of diffusion. This type of diffusion can take place without active
cooperation between the source site and recipient site of the "social disease" (e.g., cooperation between European and African trade unionists). In
contrast, the second form of direct relational processes singled out earlier that is, solidarity - involves personal contact and the development of social
networks - transnational social networks in the case of labor internationalism (Tarrow 1998; McAdam and Rucht 1993: 69-71; Keck and Sikkink
1998).
In the case of indirect relational processes, the affected actors are often
not fully conscious of the relational links. Rather, actors are linked behind
their back by systemic processes including the unintended consequences
of a series of actions and reactions to what we have been calling the
system-level problem. If a strong labor movement leads capitalists to respond by relocating production to a new site (thus weakening labor in the
de-industrializing site but strengthening labor in the industrializing site),
then we can say that the fates of these two labor movements are linked
by indirect relational processes. Indeed, the implicit argument underlying
the "new international division of labor" literature is that industrialization in low-wage areas and de-industrialization in high-wage areas have
been two sides of the same com. (See, among others, Frobel et al. 1980;
Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Sassen 1988; MacEwan and Tabb 1989;
Dicken 1998.)
In the example of late-nineteenth-century migration, we can detect both
indirect and direct relational processes linking labor movements across time
and space. T h e spread of labor movement ideologies and practices as workers moved across the globe (referred to earlier) is an example of diffusion.
But, we can also detect critical indirect relational processes. T h e U.S. labor
movement's success in having open immigration outlawed in the 1920s set
the stage for the stabilization of the U.S. working class and contributed
to the subsequent CIO (Congress of Industrial Organizations) victories in
the 1930s. At the same time, however, this U.S. labor movement "success"
shut off what had been an essential social safety valve for Europe in the
nineteenth century. It thereby transformed the terrain on which workers'
movements operated in Europe and, according to E. H. Carr (1945), helped
set the stage for the defeat of European labor movements and the rise of
fascism.
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Lumping and Splitting the World Labor Movement
By making the relationship among cases across time and space a central
part of the explanatory framework, this book departs in strategy from
the comparative-historical approach to labor studies. T h e comparativehistorical perspective, like the approach outlined here, criticizes the strategy
of making generalizations from one or a limited number of cases, and thus
calls for a widening of the geographical scope of the analysis. In particular,
comparative-historical scholars have criticized the tendency in traditional
labor studies to set up a single model of working-class formation (the socalled master narrative) as the standard against which all actual historical experiences are judged as "exceptional" or "deviant" (Katznelson and Zolberg
1986: 12, 401, 433). Instead, the approach involves a "variation finding"
strategy that analyzes how the same experience of proletarianization has led
to different outcomes. Put differently, much of the comparative-historical
literature follows the strategy of "splitting" in search of distinctiveness,
in contrast to the strategy of "lumping" cases in search of commonalties
and generalizations (Hexter 1979: 241-3; Collier and Collier 1991: 13-15).
These differences in outcome are then generally traced to preexisting and
independently produced differences in the internal characteristics o f t h e various
17

cases."
While some of the most interesting recent scholarship in labor studies
comes out of the comparative historical approach, a total reliance on the
comparative-historical strategy impedes full access to what we take to be
a key explanatory variable of labor movement behavior and outcomes (i.e.,
the relationships among the cases themselves). As Charles Tilly (1984: 146)
Examples of this strategy abound. Richard Biernacki (1995: 1-3) argued that divergent
shop-floor practices and labor movement strategies developed in German and British textile industries despite their technical uniformity (same kinds of machines, same markets)
because of differing cultural conceptions of the meaning of buying and selling labor. As
a result of these different cultural understandings, Germany and Britain took "opposite
journeys among an array of developmental pathways to wage labor in western Europe."
Likewise, among the conclusions that Katznelson and Zolberg (1986:450) reached - on the
basis of essays on France, Germany, and the United States in their edited volume - is the
crucial role played by the nature of the state at the time of initial working-class formation.
T h e "single most important determinant of the variation in the patterns of working class
politics... is simply whether, at the time this class was being brought into being by the
development of capitalism... it faced an absolutist state or liberal state." In other words,
they trace the divergent outcome among labor movements in terms of the degree to which
they were heavily involved in politics to preexisting and independent differences in the
character of the individual cases (states).
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among others has pointed out, the results of a strict cross-national analysis
may be misleading. A social unit's connection to the whole system of social
relationships in which it is embedded "frequently produces effects [that]
seem to be autonomous properties of the social unit itself." As a result,
the patterned diversity among social units appears to be consistent with
cross-national variation-finding explanations. This has been referred to
as Galton's problem in the anthropology literature: that is, in a situation
in which cases are presumed to be independent - but are actually linked
relationally - the relations among the cases become a lurking (unexamined)
variable. In the examples given earlier, and throughout the book, similarity/variation is not merely the outcome of the cases' similar/different
independent and preexisting internal characteristics. Rather, relationships
among the cases, and relationships between the cases and the totality, are
key parts of the explanation of similar/different outcomes.1'*5
In sum, the perspective adopted in this book requires an analytical strategy that is sensitive to the relational processes among key actors (labor,
capital, states) in the system as a whole, as well as the systemic constraints
affecting those actors. Needless to say, such an approach presents enormous
problems of complexity, and a strategy for reducing complexity and making
research feasible is needed.
T h e most well-known strategy for reducing the complexity of worldhistorical analysis is what Tilly (1984) labeled "encompassing comparison"
and is best illustrated by Immanuel Wallerstein's approach to the study of
the "modern world-system" and John Meyer's approach to the study of
"world society" (see, e.g., Wallerstein 1974; Meyer et al. 1997). Encompassing comparisons reduce complexity by starting "with a mental map of
the whole system and a theory of its operation." Similarities/differences in
the attributes and behavior of the units are then traced to their similar/
different position within the overarching totality (Tilly 1984: 124). Meyer's
"mental map" of the system leads him to emphasize a growing convergence
among national cases as a result of a world-scale process of "rationalization."
Wallerstein's mental map, in contrast, leads him to emphasize a process of
recurrent geographical differentiation among core and periphery resulting
from the unequal distribution of rewards in a capitalist world economy. Yet
for both, local attributes and behavior are seen as the product of a unit's
irj

On Galton's problem, see Naroll (1970) and Hammel (1980). For a methodological critique of the comparative-national approach from a world-systems perspective, see Hopkins
(1982b).
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location in the system. T h e larger system has a steamroller-like quality,
transforming social relations at the local level along a theoretically expected
path. 19
T h e strength of this perspective is that it emphasizes the very real constraints that the totality imposes on the range of possible action open to
local actors. But its weakness is that it excludes a priori a situation in which
local action (agency) significantly impacts local outcomes, much less a situation in which local agency impacts the operation of the system as a whole.
Moreover, as should be clear from the preceding discussion of borders
and boundary drawing, the units of the system cannot be part of an initial mental map because they themselves are constructed, and this process of construction is itself a critical part of the story of working-class
formation.
T h u s , while keeping in focus the real systemic constraints that the totality imposes on local actors, this study cannot adopt the "encompassing comparison" approach as a strategy for reducing complexity. Instead,
the research strategy followed in this book most closely resembles what
Phillip AlcMichael (1990) called "incorporating comparison" - a strategy
in which the interactions among a multiplicity of subunits of the system
are seen as creating the system itself over time. T h e resultant conceptualization is one in which relational processes in space unfold in and
through time.
T h e most appropriate type of causal analysis for the strategy adopted
here - and the primary one used in this book - is a modified version of
the narrative mode advocated by most comparative-historical sociologists.
T h e narrative strategy, Larry Griffin (1992: 405) argued, allows us to understand social phenomena "as temporally ordered, sequential, unfolding,
and open-ended 'stories' fraught with conjunctures and contingency." As
a strategy for explanation, "descriptively accurate narratives, which depict a
sequence of events in chronological order . . . do more than tell a story," according to Jill Quadagno and Stan Knapp (1992: 486, 502). Such narratives
can "serve, among other purposes, to identify causal mechanisms" because
"when things h a p p e n . . . affects how they happen." 20
19
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T h i s approach has led to complaints from otherwise sympathetic scholars that "worldsystems theory," in "assuming the systematicity and functionality of the capitalist world
system," has produced a "mechanical picture of different labor forms in different parts of
the world" (Cooper 2000: 62).
As will become evident, statistical elaboration abounds in this book. Its purpose is not
"explanation" but the identification of patterns of labor unrest across time and space that
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But while historical-sociologists have stressed the importance of treating time as dynamic, they have generally continued to treat space as static
( e g., conceptualizing national cases as fixed, independent units). This may
he seen as a reasonable strategy for reducing the complexity of the analysis.
However, as should be clear by now, it is not a strategy that can be followed
here. In contrast, this book attempts to create a narrative of working-class
formation in which events unfold in dynamic time-space.21
Having rejected the two most common strategies for reducing complexity in the study of macro-historical social change (i.e., encompassing comparison and cross-national comparative research), the problem of managing
the complexity of the analysis remains. A first complexity-reduction strategy used here is to place 1 imits on the number of levels at which the analysis
simultaneously proceeds. In an attempt to unpack the class-in-itself/classfor-itself "master narrative," Katznelson and Zolberg (1986: 14-21) distinguish four levels at which the study of working-class formation should
proceed. These are (1) the structure of capitalist economic development,
(2) ways of life, (3) dispositions, and (4) collective action. This book is primarily an analysis of the interrelationship between the first and the fourth
level (i.e., the interrelationship between the political-economic dynamics of
world capitalist development and the world-historical patterning of labor
unrest). Levels 2 and 3 are touched upon at various points, but no attempt
is made to integrate these levels systematically into the analyses presented
here.
In leaving aside Katznelson's second and third levels, we are also sidestepping a whole range of issues that have been the subject of ongoing trench
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then become the explicandum of a multidimensional causal "story" (see Hopkins 1982a: 32;
Danto 1965: 237).
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly's (2001: 26) emphasis on "relational mechanisms" that oper-J n
ate at the level of "webs of interactions among social sites" moves in this direction. But
their approach assigns priority to what they call "cognitive mechanisms" over "environmental mechanisms" (e.g., processes of capitalist development). As a result, to the extent
that they trace relational processes beyond the local or national level, they tend to emphasize only what we have called direct relational processes. Their approach abstracts from
crucial indirect relational processes that operate behind the backs, and independently
of the cognitive awareness of affected groups and individuals (see previous subsection).
Put differently, they do not operate with a conceptualization of capitalism as a historical social system. The approach adopted in this study, in contrast, concurs with Don
Kalb's (2000: 38) point that "[t]o get at class . . . we need to recapture capitalism." Or as
Frederick Cooper put it, in rejecting the "meta"(of meta-theory), it would be too bad if
scholars shy away from the "mega," for "capitalism remains a megaquestion" (1996: 14;
2000:67).
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warfare in labor studies, 22 In some cases, our intention wto abstain from the
debate. For example, no particular assumption is being made here about
the relationship between intense phases of labor militancy and the presence or absence of working-class consciousness (or the exact nature of that
consciousness). As E. P. Thompson suggested, it is possible, even likely,
that class consciousness emerges out of struggles; that is, "in the process of
struggling" the protagonists "discover themselves as classes" (Thompson
1978: 149; see also Fantasia 1988; McAdam et al. 2001: 26). Or, it is possible that important transformations in cognition must take place before
collective action can emerge. It is also possible that major waves of labor
militancy are neither preceded by, nor lead to the development of something we might meaningfully call working-class consciousness. While it
would no doubt be important to uncover patterned relationships between
collective action and consciousness, to do so for the macro-historical sweep
of cases included here, in a way thatis methodologically relational and dynamic,
is simply unfeasible in the context of this book.
Moreover, our choice of levels would seem to imply a favoring of structural processes over cultural processes in explaining global and historical
patterns of labor militancy. This is not strictly the case. It is true that at
various points the book makes a strong claim that the patterns of labor unrest being described cannot be attributed to cultural factors. Most notably,
a central argument of Chapter 2 is that strikingly similar labor movements
emerged among mass production autoworkers in vastly different cultural and
political settings over the course of the twentieth century. Moreover, the
anomalous (and least conflict-prone) case in the chapter - Japan 2 4 - shares
a cultural tradition of Confucianism with one of the most conflict-prone
cases analyzed in the chapter (Korea). If, as in Chapter 2, we treat different
national movements, not as independent fixed entities, but as interrelated
parts of an unfolding systemic totality, then cultural explanations of crossnational differences often prove less than compelling.

22

23

24

32

See for example, the articles collected under the title of "Scholarly Controversy: Farewell
to the Working Class?" in the Spring 2 000 issue of International Labor and Working-Class
History.
Thus, Doug McAdam, John McCarthy, and Mayer Zald (1996: 6-8) argued that protest
action presupposes "shared understandings of the world .. .that legitimate and motivate
collective action."
It is anomalous in the sense that it is the one case where a rapid expansion of mass production
in the automobile industry did not lead to a mass wave of labor unrest within a generation.
As Chapter 2 points out, that expansion was preceded by a major wave of labor unrest.
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All this is not to say that there are no differences between the kind of
language and symbols that labor movements use to mobilize in, say, Brazil,
South Africa, Japan, or South Korea. Moreover, it is not to say that these
different symbols and rituals of mobilization are not attributable to distinct
cultural heritages. Nevertheless, for a book such as this, whose main focus
is on explaining the long-term, world-scale patterning oflabor movements,
such cultural differences between national labor movements are less relevant
than the relationships among these movements.
It is also true that most of the relationships among workers and workers'
movements emphasized in this book are classically "structural" in nature
(e.g., the impact of the geographical location and relocation of productive
capital on the world-scale distribution of employment and workers' bargaining power). Nevertheless, some are "cultural" in nature. Section III
pointed to some ways in which labor movements are linked to each other
through what we might call macro-cultural relational processes - or the
culture of world capitalism. For example, we have already referred to the
transnational diffusion of a discourse about workers' and citizens' rights
carried by migrating workers. This might be conceptualized as a form of
transnational cultural diffusion from below. But we have also referred to the
role of empires (e.g., the Bri tish and French empires in Africa) in spreading
discourses about universal rights that were later picked up and transformed
into a basis for legitimating claims made by local labor movements. This
second type might be labeled a form of transnational cultural diffusion
from above. This type of diffusion plays a central role in the story told in
Chapter 4, where a Gramscian concept of world hegemony is employed in
the analysis of the post-Second World War period. U.S. world hegemony
is seen, among other things, as a transnational cultural construct that attempted to formulate a response at the cultural level to the worldwide waves
of labor unrest and revolutionary upheavals of the first half of the twentieth
century. In so doing, it also inadvertently provided universal cultural ele
ments for framing and legi timating challenges by workers' movements well
beyond the borders of the United States.
A final note of clarification is needed with regard to our approach to
Katznelson and Zolberg's fourth level - collective action. This book does
not attempt to analyze all forms of workers' collective action, 25 O u r focus
25

For Katznelson and Zolberg (1986: 20), working-class "collective action" refers to "classes
that are organized through movements and organizations to affect society and the position
of the class within it."
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is rather on periods of particularly intense labor unrest - what Piven and
Cloward (1992: 301-5) labeled episodes of nonnormative conflict, or what
McAdam et al. (2001: 7-8) call "transgressive action." 26 These major waves
of labor unrest, rather than more institutionalized forms of protest, provoke
capitalists/states to implement innovations and are thus the most relevant
form of labor unrest for understanding periods of dramatic transformation
in the world capitalist system (e.g., the contemporary phase of globalization). Put differently, by focusing on these major waves of labor unrest, we
expect to be able to analyze both the Polanyi-esque pendulum swings and
the Marxian stages conceptualized in Section III, and hence better understand the shifting grounds on which contemporary world labor movements
unfold. 27
This brings us to our final strategy for reducing the complexity of the
analysis. This book would have been impossible to write without an empirical map of the time-space patterning of labor unrest. This map allows
us to identify the times/places of major waves of labor unrest and thus has
provided a way to navigate a path through the bewildering totality of potentially relevant episodes of labor unrest in the world over the past century.
In other words, it allows us to identify patterns across time/space and thus
make informed decisions about what (where/when) to study more closely.
T h e empirical map allows us to "lump" and "split" cases as a tactic for uncovering patterns; the latter will be explained through the construction of
relational narratives. T h e empirical map, successively drawn in the following chapters, is based on a new data source on labor unrest that covers the
world f o r the entire twentieth century - the World Labor Group ( W L G )
database - to which we now turn.
26

27

34

McAdam et al. (2001: 7-8) distinguish between "contained contention" and "transgressive
contention." Transgressive contention differs from contained contention in that "at least
some of the parties to the conflict are newly self-identified political actors, a n d / o r . . . at
least some of the parties employ innovative collective action."
In terms of the protagonists of collective action, our focus is on the "proletariat" (i.e., those
who must sell their labor power in order to survive). T h e proletarian condition encompasses
a range of concrete situations, from those who possess scarce skills that are in demand (and
hence have relatively strong marketplace bargaining power) to those who are unemployed.
It includes those who are employed by private entrepreneurs and those who are employed
by the state, for the latter are ultimately no more insulated from the pressures of being
treated as a commodity than, say, workers in the internal labor market of a large firm. In
both cases, when push comes to shove, the demands of profitability (and their links with
tax receipts) can wipe away in short order whatever insulation from the labor market had
existed.

IV. Research Strategies
Mapping World-Scale Patterns of Labor Unrest: The World Labor Group
Database
In order to pursue the research strategy set out here, we need a picture of
the overall patterning of labor militancy. T h e picture must be of sufficient
historical and geographical scope to allow for an examination of the potential feedbacks among local level actions as they unfold over time. Given our
emphasis on the totality of relationships among local actions, we need this
information for all the potentially related cases (i.e., for the social whole), in
this case, for the world from the beginnings of the modern labor movement
in the late nineteenth century to the present.
Until recently, information on labor unrest of such historical and geographical scope simply did not exist. Long-term time series of strike
activity - the most commonly used indicator of labor unrest - exist only
for a handful of core countries. For most countries, either there are no
strike statistics at all, or they begin only after the Second World War. Furthermore, with the exception of the United Kingdom, all countries' series
contain major gaps (e.g., during the period of fascism and world wars in
Germany, France, and Italy and for a period in the early twentieth century
when the U.S. government decided to discontinue strike data collection).
Moreover, the strike statistics that do exist are often collected according to
criteria that exclude what may be very relevant strikes from the point of
view of measuring "labor unrest." For example, most countries at one time
or another have excluded "political strikes" from the official count of strike
activity. Yet, workers' demands directed at their states (e.g., through political strikes) rather than at their employers have been a critical dimension of
world-scale labor unrest throughout the twentieth century.
Data collections covering nonstrike forms of labor unrest are even more
rare, yet they are important to the overall construction of a map of labor
unrest. T h e strike is not the only significant form in which labor unrest
is expressed. Labor unrest frequently manifests itself in nonstrike forms of
struggle ranging from slowdowns, absenteeism, and sabotage to demonstrations, riots, and factory occupations. Anonymous or hidden forms of struggle such as undeclared slowdowns, absenteeism, and sabotage are especially
significant in situations where strikes are illegal and open confrontation
difficult or impossible.
T h i s book relies on a new database specifically designed to overcome the
geographical (core-centric), temporal (short-term), and action-type (strikeoriented) limitations of previously existing data sources on labor unrest.
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T h e World Labor Group database was specifically designed for the kind of
dynamic global analyses of labor unrest carried out in this book." 5 Building on a well-established tradition within the social sciences, the W L G
constructed the database by using information from newspaper reports of
labor unrest (strikes, demonstrations, factory occupations, food riots, etc.)
throughout the world beginning in 1870. T h e result is a database with over
91,947 "mentions" of labor unrest for 168 "countries" covering the 18701996 period. T h e remainder of this section will provide a brief overview of
issues related to the construction and use of the W L G database. (For a far
more in-depth and precise discussion, the reader is referred to Appendices A
and B.)
Tapping major newspapers as a source to construct indexes of social
protest (including labor unrest) has become a fairly widespread and developed practice in the social sciences. Existing studies have used information gleaned from local/national newspapers to measure occurrences of
local/national protest. T h e W L G ' s goal, however, was to construct reliable indicators of world labor unrest. Recording all reports of labor unrest
from a major national newspaper for each country in the world over the
past century would have been an unfeasible project. Moreover, even if the
data collection effort were feasible, intractable problems of comparability
of data sources would arise m attempting to combine the information retrieved from different national sources into a single world indicator. T h e
W L G ' s solution was to rely, at least initially, on the major newspapers of
the world's two hegemonic powers - The Times (London) and the New York
Times.
There were several reasons behind the choice of sources. First, The
Times (London) and the New York Times have had world-level informationcollecting capabilities throughout the twentieth century. As a result, geographical bias rooted in the technological limits of newspaper reporting
is not a major problem (especially with respect to The Times). Second, as
the major newspapers of the two world-hegemonic powers of the twentieth
century, the two sources' coverage is more likely to be global than alternative sources. Third, while the reporting of both newspapers can be expected to be global, both are also likely to show regional biases in favor
of areas that have been historically considered special spheres of influence or interest (e.g., South Asia and Australia for The Times [London]
28
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T h e results of the first phase of the project were published in Silver, Arrighi, and Dubofsky
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IV. Research Strategies
and Latin America for the New York Times). Combining the two sources
into a single indicator of world labor unrest helps to counterbalance the
regional biases of each source taken separately. (Because of the overwhelming bias of each source in favor of domestic events, we excluded reports
of labor unrest in the United Kingdom from our search of The Times
[London] and reports of labor unrest in the United States from the New York
Times)
Individual members of the research group read through the Indexes
of The Times (London) and the New York Times from 1870 to 1996 and
recorded each incident of labor unrest identified onto a standard data collection sheet. Working from a conceptualization of labor as a "fictitious
commodity" (see discussion of Marx and Polanyi), the goal was to identify
all reported acts of resistance by human beings to being treated as a commodity, either at the workplace or in the labor market. This would include
all consciously intended open acts of resistance (but also "hidden" forms of
resistance when these were widespread, collective practices). Labor unrest
generally targets either the employer directly or the state as an intermediary
or as an agent of capital. Nevertheless, given the importance of boundary
drawing in workers' efforts to protect themselves from being treated as a
commodity (see Section III), mobilization by one group of workers against
competition from another group of workers was also conceptualized as
labor unrest, and any reports of such actions were recorded.
It is necessary to emphasize that the data collection project was not designed to produce a count of all or even most incidents of labor unrest that
have taken place in the world over the last century. Newspapers report on
only a small fraction of the labor unrest that occurs. Instead, the procedure
is intended to produce a measure that reliably indicates the changing levels of
labor unrest - when the incidence of labor unrest is rising or falling, when
it is high or low - relative to other points in time and locations in space. And
given the underlying theoretical perspective emphasizing the role of major
waves of labor unrest in provoking periods of transformation/restructuring,
we were particularly interested in being able to identify major waves oflabor
unrest.
Extensive reliability studies of the database have been carried out in
which the temporal profile oflabor unrest derived from the W L G database
was compared to that derived from other existing sources (the labor history
literature and any existing statistical sources). Based on these reliability
studies, we have concluded that the W L G database is an effective and
reliable tool for identifying years of exceptionally high or intense levels of
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labor unrest within individual countries. 29 More specifically, we found that
the central strength of the W L G database is its fairly consistent ability to
identify those waves of labor unrest that represent turning points in the
history of labor-capital relations. 30
In sum, then, the W L G database provides a reliable map of the worldscale patterns of major waves of labor unrest over the century. We use this
map to navigate our way through the story of world-scale labor unrest told
in the central chapters of the book. Appendix A contains a significantly more
in-depth discussion of conceptualization, measurement, and data collection
issues related to the construction and use of the W L G database than that
which has been offered here. Appendix B reproduces the data collection
instructions used by coders. Readers interested in a more detailed treatment
of methodological issues related to the database may wish to consult these
appendices before moving on to the next chapters of the book.

V. Workers of the World in the Twentieth Century: An Outline of
the Book
Chapter 2 focuses on the world-scale dynamics of labor unrest and capital
mobility m what is widely taken to be the leading industry of twentiethcentury capitalism - the world automobile industry. It traces the global
spread of automobile mass production from its origins in Detroit to the
present. Drawing on the W L G database, the chapter shows how in virtually
every site where the mass production of automobiles expanded rapidly,
strong labor movements - what we have referred to above as Marx-type
waves of labor unrest - also emerged and won major gains in wages and
working conditions. T h e chapter identifies a recurrent pattern in which
automobile corporations responded to each successive wave of labor unrest
by shifting production to new sites with relatively cheap and controllable
labor. This strategy of capital mobility had a significant weakening effect on
labor movements in the sites from which capital was relocated, but created
29
30
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For extensive reliability studies on the World Labor Group database, see Silver etal. (1995).
This reliability in identifying turning-point waves of unrest is tied to the particular characteristics of newspapers as a source for sociohistorical data. T h a t is, newspapers tend to be
biased against reporting routine events (such as institutionalized strike activity) and biased
in favor of reporting labor unrest that is not routine (episodes that either quantitatively
or qualitatively depart from the norm). Given our focus on nonnormative or transgressive
episodes of labor unrest (see earlier in this section), this bias is actually beneficial for this
study.

V. Workers of the World in th e Twentieth Century
and strengthened new labor movements in each successive site of industry
expansion.
Elaborating on the concept of spatial fixes introduced by David Harvey
(1989: 196; 1999: 390, 415, 431-45), Chapter 2 argues that the successive
geographical relocation of capital constitutes an attempted spatial fix for
crises of profitability and control that only succeeds in rescheduling crises
in time and space. Chapter 2 also focuses on the automobile corporations'
efforts to deal with crises of profitability and labor control by introducing major changes in the organization of production and labor process. To
capture this dynamic, we introduce the concept of the technological fix.
Post-Fordist transformations in the organization of production, we argue,
constituted an effort to implement a technological fix to problems of profitability and control. Nevertheless, as we also shall argue, such technological
fixes have not provided a solution that is any more long-term and stable
than that provided by the successive spatial fixes.
Chapter 3 introduces the concept of the product fix: f o r capitalists attempt to increase profits and control not only by moving to new geographical sites or transforming the labor process, they also move into new
industries and product lines less subject to intense competition and other
woes. Chapter 3 focuses on the internal and interrelated dynamics of three
macro-product cycles: the world textile industry (the quintessential industry
of the nineteenth century), the world automobile industry, and the newly
emerging leading sectors of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. We find that, just as labor unrest has shifted geographically with the
relocation of production within industries, so it has shifted mtersectarally
over time with the rise and decline of new leading industries.
Chapters 2 and 3 purposely keep the angle of vision focused on the
labor-capital dynamic in relation to the recurrent spatial and technolog
ical/organizational restructuring of processes of capitalist accumulation.
Chapter 4 widens the angle of vision, arguing that the overall trajectory of
world labor unrest (and of capitalist restructuring) has been deeply embedded in the dynamics of state formation, interstate conflict, and world war.
Indeed, the most striking feature of the overall time series of twentiethcentury labor unrest derived from the W L G database is the strong interrelationship between waves of labor unrest and world wars - and relatedly, the
interrelationship between labor unrest and world hegemonies. Chapter 4
retells the story of twentieth-century world labor unrest with world politics
at center stage, and in so doing introduces one final fix - the financial fix. For
just as capital shifts to new industries and product lines to escape intense
39

Introduction
competitive pressures in established spheres of production (our product
fix), so, in periods of widespread, intense competition, capital has tended to
shift out of trade and production entirely and into finance and speculation.
Drawing on Giovanni Arrighi's (1994) concept of "financial expansions,"
we call this strategy the financial fix.
As we shall see in Chapter 4, the financial fix was a key mechanism in the
development of the late-nineteenth-century crisis of overaccumillation and
had a profound impact on the trajectory of world labor unrest in the first
half of the twentieth century. Likewise, an even more massive financial fix
has been a keymechanism in the development of the late-twentieth-century
crisis of overaccumulation and, as we will argue, has also had a profound
impact on the trajectory of world labor unrest in the last decades of the
twentieth century. We turn to these and other similari ties between the past
and present in the fifth and final chapter in an effort to assess the nature and
likely future development of the contemporary crisis oflabor movements.
In the process, we also return in Chapter 5 to the debates with which we
began this chapter.
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This chapter analyzes the world-scale dynamics of labor unrest in what is
widely regarded as the leading industry of twentieth-century capitalism the world automobile industry. T h e first section of the chapter presents a
picture of the temporal and spatial patterning of labor \inrest in the world
automobile industry from 193 0 to the present based on indexes derived from
the World Labor Group database. We identify a series of spatial shifts in the
distribution of labor unrest - with the epicenter of militancy moving from
North America through Western Europe to a group of newly industrializing
countries over the course of the twentieth century.
The second section then narrates the dynamics of these spatial shifts
and their interrelationship with successive rounds of capital relocation. We
argue that mass production in the automobile industry has tended to recreate similar social contradictions wherever it has grown, and, as a result,
strong and effective labor movements have emerged in virtually every site
where Fordist mass production expanded rapidly. Yet each time a strong
labor movement emerged, capitalists relocated production to sites with
cheaper and presumably more docile labor, weakening labor movements
in the sites of disinvestment but strengthening labor in the new sites of
expansion.
Our story of the interrelationship between labor movements and capital relocation thus paints a far more ambiguous picture than that suggested by the race-to-the-bottom thesis (see Chapter 1). To put it in
a sentence, the trajectory for the world automobile industry suggests
that where capital goes, conflict goes. Or to paraphrase David Harvey
(1989: 196; 1999: 390, 442), the geographical relocation of production is a
"spatial fix" that only "reschedules crises"; it does not permanently resolve
them.
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T h e analysis presented in the first two sections of the chapter emphasizes the similarities and connections among waves of labor unrest in key
sites of automobile industry expansion. The Japanese automobile industry
is conspicuously absent from the discussion - its great postwar expansion
did not culminate in a major wave of labor militancy. Yet, as we argue in
the fourth section, a major wave of labor unrest is critical to explaining
this "Japanese exceptionalism." Japan experienced a mass upsurge of labor militancy at the end of the Second World War (i.e., just prior to the
take-off of the Japanese automobile industry). To cope with the constraints
imposed by this wave oflabor militancy, the automobile companies chose to
depart in significant ways from the Fordist style of mass production. Discarding their early attempts at vertical integration, Japanese automobile
producers established a multilayered subcontracting system that simultaneously allowed them to guarantee employment to (and establish cooperative relations with) a core labor force, while obtaining low-cost inputs
and flexibility from the lower rungs of the supply network. This combination not only allowed Japan to escape the kind of labor unrest experienced by all the other major producers but also allowed Japanese corporations to introduce a series of cost-cutting measures in the 1970s (so-called
lean production) and, hence, to triumph in the global competition of the
1980s.
In the 1980s and 1990s, lean production methods spread globally as
Fordist-style producers around the world sought to imitate Japanese producers selectively and as Japa nese automobile companies themselves became
major transnational corporations. These combined processes are widely
seen as having created a fundamentally different post-Fordist "beast" in
which the traditional bases of workers' bargaining power have been undermined (see Chapter 1). Yet, as we argue in the third section of this chapter,
this post-Fordist reorganization of production departed in a critical way
from the Japanese model. The cost-cutting measures of lean production
were adopted, but the employment security provisions were not; thus, the
motivational basis for workers' active cooperation with employers was absent. Moreover, the impact of these transformations on workers' bargaining
power has not been unambiguously negative. Indeed, in some situations,
lean production methods have actually increased the vulnerability of capital to disruptions in the flow of production and increased labor's workplace
bargaining power.
Thus, we find that neither the post-Fordist technological fix nor the
successive spatial fi xes have provided a stable solution to problems of labor
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control in the world automobile industry. Recent efforts by major automobile corporations to gain the active cooperation of their workers while
simultaneously cutting costs, we argue in the final section, are creating
an intensified geographical stratification of the auto labor force along the
core-periphery divide as well as along gender, ethnic, and citizenship lines.
Moreover, the contradictions and limits of these efforts, in turn, reveal at
the firm- and industry-level how labor-capital conflict is embedded in an
inherent tension (discussed in Chapter 1) between crises of legitimacy and
crises of profitability.

I.
in

World-Histm ical Patterns
the Automobile Industry

of Labor Militancy

The picture of world-scale autoworker labor unrest derived from the World
Labor Group database is summarized in Figure 2.1 and Table 2.1. Figure 2.1
shows the distribution of mentions of autoworker labor'unrest by decade
and region. A series of geographical shifts over time in the epicenter of
autoworker militancy are visible - from N o r t h America in the 1930s and
1940s to northwestern (and then southern) Europe in the 1960s and 1970s
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Figure 2.1. Geographical distribution of labor unrest mentions, automobile
industry, 1930-1996. '
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X. Labor Militancy in the Automobile Industry
to a group of rapidly industrializing countries in the 1980s and 1990s. 1
Whereas N o r t h America accounts for an overwhelming majority of the
total reports of labor unrest in the 1930s and 1940s (75% in both decades),
by the 1970s and 1980s N o r t h America accounts for a distinct minority of
the total reports (15% and 20%, respectively). In contrast, the northwestern
European share of total labor unrest reports rises from 2 3 % in the 193 0s and
1940s to 39% in the 1950s and almost 50% in the 1960s and 1970s, before
dropping off in the 1980s and 1990s. T h e large increase in the southern
European share 2 takes place in the 1970s, rising from 2% in the 1950s to
10% in the 1960s to 32% in the 1970s. T h e last major shift is the increase
in the aggregate f o r the rapidly industrializing South, whose share jumps
from 3% in the 1970s to 28% in the 1980s and 40% in the 1990s.
Table 2.1 reinforces this picture of successive spatial shifts in autoworker militancy, identifying "high points" of autoworker labor unrest for
eleven countries where autoworker militancy has been a significant social
phenomenon. 5
,
T h e next section of this chapter briefly describes the "high-point waves"
identified in Table 2.1. 4 As will become clear in the course of the narrative, these labor unrest waves - taking place in vastly different culturalpolitical settings and world-historical periods - share amazingly similar
characteristics. They burst on the scene with a suddenness and strength

1

2

3

4

T h e eleven countries included in Figure 2.1 and Table 2.1 met a threshold criterion: the
number of mentions of auto industry labor unrest for the country had to be greater than
1 percent of the total number of mentions in the W L G database for the auto industry
worldwide. See Appendix A for a definition of "mentions" and related measurement issues.
Argentina is included in the southern European aggregate for reasons explained in
Footnote 5.
High points (indicated i n Table 2.1 with an "X" mark) are defined a s the peak year o f labor
unrest for a given country and/or theyear(s) in which the mentions of labor unrest are greater
than 20 percent of the total mentions for that country. (See Footnote 1 for this chapter for
the threshold criteria met by the'eleven countries included in the table.)
Japan does not make it into the list of countries with auKworker unrest waves singled out
for analysis in Table 2.1. T h e rapid expansion of the automobile industry in Japan did not
culminate in a major wave of labor unrest - an anomaly that is the focus of Section III.
Nevertheless, as will also be discussed in Section III, Japan did experience a major wave
of labor unrest in the immediate postwar years, which is picked up by the World Labor
Group database. This wave ofunrestaffected all industries, includingautomobiles. However,
because the automobile industry was not one of the key industries injapan in the immediate
aftermath of the war, the newspaper indexes did not single out the automobile industry when
reporting on the strike wave. Thus, Japan also does not make it into Table 2.1 even for the
immediate postwar wave of labor unrest in the automobile industry (Farley 1950; Levine
1958).
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Labor Movements and Capital Mobilitythat was unexpected by contemporaries. They rapidly achieved major victories, despite being confronted by hostile anti-union employers (and, in
some cases, hostile governments). All relied on unconventional forms of
protest - most notably the sit-down strike - which, in each case, paralyzed
the production of huge industrial complexes, effectively exposing the vulnerability of the industry's complex technical division of labor to workers'
direct action at the point ofproduction. In all cases, the workforces were predominantly first- and second-generation (international and interregional)
migrants, and strong community support was an essential component of
the struggles. Finally, the autoworkers' struggles took on a broad political
significance f o r the nation beyond the particular industry and its workers.
As such, these waves also represented "turning points" in labor-capital
relations for each country.
The automobile industry also seems to produce a characteristic form
of direct action. Strategic strikes, especially sit-down strikes targeted at a
sensitive point in the automotive corporation's overall technical division
of labor, were the weapons of choice in each of these high-point waves.
T h e recurrence of this form (and its success) can be tied to autoworkers' strong workplace bargaining power. The complex technical division
of labor characteristic of mass production in the automobile industry increases the vulnerability of capital to workers' direct action at the point of
production.
J he high-point waves, as we shall see, not only were similar in their
characteristic form and style of militancy but also followed similar paths of
containment, with victories inspiring a series of managerial strategies that
structurally weakened the workers' movements. In the short run, the promotion of "responsible unionism" and the institutionalization of collective
bargaining were used to elicit the cooperation of trade union leaders in
restraining rank-and-file disruptions. In the short and medium run, work
was increasingly automated, and new investments were targeted away from
union strongholds. This capital restructuring undermined both the bargaining power of workers at the point of production and the resources on
which resistance was based.
T h e recurrent corporate efforts to find a spatial fix for the problem of
labor control means that these high-point waves are not just a series of
independent instances of a general process. Rather, they are also linked relationully by the successive relocation of production away from militant labor
forces. Thus the next section's narrative is also the story of a single historical
process of labor militancy and capital mobility. As capital migrated from
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e s t a b l i s h e d sites of production, workers' bargaining power was contained,
yet new working classes were created in, the locations favored for industrial
expansion. T h e upshot has been a trajectory from the 1930s through the
1990s during which automobile mass-production techniques and a characteristic form of militancy spread across the globe, from the United States
through Western Europe to a group of rapidly industrializing countries.

II. From Flint to JJlsan: D e j a Vu in Major Auto Strike Waves
The United States
On December 30, 1936, workers occupied General Motors' Fisher Body
Plants N o . 1 and N o . 2 in Flint, Michigan. By March 12, 1937, General
Motors (GM; the United States' largest industrial corporation with vast
financial resources and a network of anti-union spies) was forced to capitulate and sign a contract with the United Auto Workers (UAW). 1 his
was the beginning of a flood of strikes that brought unionization to the
mass-production industries of the United States, at a time of both high unemployment (i.e., weak market-based bargaining power) and feeble labor
organization (i.e., weak associational power).
A key to the U A W s success was labor's workplace bargaining power: the
ability of the workers to exploit their position within the complex division
of labor characteristic of mass production. The Flint sit-down strike that
paralyzed GM's Fisher Body plant was planned and executed by a "militant
minority" of autoworkers who by "unexpectedly stopping the assembly line
and sitting down inside the p l a n t . . . catalyzed pro-union sentiment among
the vast majority of apathetic workers" (Dubofsky and Van Tine 1977: 255).
T h e strike wave demonstrated the limits of the assembly lines' technical
control of the workforce: a relatively small number of activists could bring an
entire plant's production to a halt. As Edwards (1979:12 8) put it, " [technical j
control linked the entire plant's workforce, and when the line stopped, every
worker necessarily joined the strike."
Moreover, just as a militant minority could stop production in an entire
plant, so if the plant was a key link in an integrated corporate empire, its occupation could paralyze the corporation. With the occupation o f t h e Fisher
Body plants and the Flint plant that produced the bulk of Chevrolet's engines, autoworkers succeeded in crippling General Motors' car production.
T h e corporation's rate of output decreased from 50,000 cars per month in
December to only 125 for the first week of February. GM was forced to
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with the U A W covering workers in, twenty plants in order to end the strike
and resume production (see Dubofsky and Van Fine 1977: 268-9; Arrighi
and Silver 1984: 184-5, 194-5; Rubenstein 1992: 235-7).
T h e early experience of the automobile industry shows that the strategy
of capital mobility is not a novelty introduced in the most recent (latetwentieth-century) phase of globalization. Indeed, "avoiding concentrations of militant workers influenced locational decisions even in the early
days of the automotive industry." Among the many reasons why the automobile industry had concentrated in the Detroit area in the early twentieth century was the anti-union environment successfully imposed through
an "open shop" campaign carried out by the Employers' Association of
Detroit. "By 1914, when Ford's moving assembly line transformed automotive production from a skilled to an unskilled occupation, the open shop
c o n c e p t . . . had become strongly entrenched in Detroit and the automotive
industry in particular" (Rubenstein 1992: 234-5).
W i t h the success of the UAW, relocation of production away from U A W
strongholds became one of the consistent strategies followed by the auto
companies over the next half century. Immediately in 1937, GM acquired
an engine plant in Buffalo to reduce its dependence on Flint, and shortly
thereafter it began to diffuse production sites to rural areas and the U.S.
South (Rubenstein 1992: 119, 240-1).
But the geographical relocation of the automobile industry was not,
in the post-world-war period, primarily an intra-U.S. phenomenon. T h e
breakup of the world market - from the crash of 1929 until the return to
currency convertibility in Europe in 19 5 8 - closed off capital's international
escape route. But as soon as postwar Europe stabilized, in particular with the
establishment of the Common Market and the restoration of currency convertibility, U.S. multinationals (including U.S. automakers) flooded Europe
with investments.
For several decades following the C I O victories, three employer responses - relocation of production (disinvestment in union strongholds),
process innovations (mainly automation), and "political exchange" (the promotion of "responsible" unionism and the repression of "irresponsible"
unionism) - progressively undermined the structural strength of U.S. labor
in general, and autoworkers in particular. W h e n a new upsurge in rank-andfile unrest at the end of the 1960s (symbolized by the "Lordstown Blues")
pushed the U A W back toward confrontational tactics with "Operation
Apache" (a campaign of short, small, but highly disruptive strikes), the
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automakers abandoned the promotion of "responsible unionism" and pursued geographical relocation and automation of production with a newfound zeal.
During the 1970s, GM built or planned fourteen plants in the U.S. South,
primarily in rural areas or small towns. But GM's "Southern Strategy" to
avoid militant workers was made obsolete by a 1979 showdown with the
UAW in which the latter succeeded in getting the union's national agreement with GM extended to all the Southern plants. In this confrontation,
the U A W once again exploited the autoworkers' position within a complex
division of labor: by striking at seven strategically located plants, the U A W
could credibly threaten to shut down production of the company's two bestselling models. W i t h the extension of U A W contracts to all Southern plants,
the U.S. South lost its main appeal (Rubenstein 1992: 240-1). T h e automobile corporations responded by intensifying their oregomg strategy of moving
production to regions with greater labor reserves outside the United States.
T h e bargaining power of U.S. autoworkers, already weakened by decades
of restructuring, collapsed in the 1980s. T h e political assault on organized
labor associated with the "Reagan Revolution" was just the icing on the
cake.
Western Europe
In the interwar period, Western Europe lagged far behind the United States
in extending Fordist mass production techniques to automobile production. In the 1920s, the European industry was characterized by many small
firms involved in the custom-manufacture of cars; none had the resources
or sufficient market-share to make the huge investments in fixed plant and
special-purpose machinery necessary to "catch up" with the United States.
In the 1930s, centralization of capital proceeded quickly with the support
of governments, but the ability to take advantage of the economies of scale
inherent in Fordist methods simply was lacking. T h e barriers to intraEuropean trade combined with generally low wages for workers meant
than no true mass market existed. U.S. autoworkers could afford to buy the
product they were making (even in the 192 0s); European workers could not
(Landes 1969: 445-51; see also Tolliday 1987: 32-7).
Given the limited extension of mass production techniques, the workplace bargaining power of European workers was relatively weak in the interwar period. Associational power, in contrast, was relatively strong in the
years immediately following the First World War. But, although militant
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these victories had been overturned. (The Italian Biennio Rosso of 1919-20,
in which Fiat workers played a major role, was one such example.) By the
early 1930s, fascist governments were in power in Italy and Germany, and
the Labour Party was turned out of power in the United Kingdom in favor
of the Conservatives. Even the gains from the stunning workers' victories in
France during the French Popular Front - which most closely parallel (and
perhaps to some extent inspired) the CIO struggles in the United States were short-lived. Soon after the Matignon agreement of 1936, a reinvigorated employer offensive successfully blocked the implementation of
national collective bargaining agreements. Within two years, the substantial wage gains achieved throughMatignon were wiped out by inflation; and
within three years Confederation Generale du "Travail ( C G T ) membership
fell to around a quarter o f t h e 5 million members claimed in 1936. By 1940,
with France at war, "serf-like regulations . . . surrounded workers in the war
production industries," and in W. Kendall's words, fascism was prepared
"in the guise of resistance to Hitler" long before the Vichy regime assumed
power (Kendall 1975: 43-8; Arrighi and Silver 1984: 186-90).
Apart from the far more successful medium-term results of the U.S.
strike waves, the basis of whatever success the two movements had was
clearly different. Both strike waves were notable for the use of the sit-down
strike and factory occupation tactic. But the power of the Paris strikes was
based on an enormous and politicized mass movement, with the factory
occupations "enthusiastically supported by the worker inhabitants of Paris'
red suburbs," including those associated with anti-Communist unions. In
contrast, "the GM strike was a minority movement" that had to struggle
against a serious "back to work" countermovement. In sum, whereas the
relatively weak workplace bargaining power of the Parisian factory workers was partly compensated for by strong associational power, the opposite
dynamic obtained in the case of the U.S. strikes. T h e relatively weak associational power of the Flint strikers was more than compensated for by
their ability to "cripple the highly integrated circuit of auto production"
(Torigian 1999: 329-30).
Nevertheless, by the 1950s and 1960s, the levels of workplace bargaining
power on both sides o f t h e Atlantic began to converge. T h e center of growth
in the world automobile industry shifted to Western Europe following the
1930s and 1940s upsurge oflabor militancy among U.S. autoworkers. For
Altshuler et al. (1984: Chapter 2) the first major wave of expansion of the
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iuto industry lasted from 1910 to 1950 and was centered in the United
States. T h e second major wave of expansion occurred in the 1950s and
1960s and was centered in Western Europe.' The production of automobiles
in Western Europe increased fivefold during the 1950s, from 1.1 million in
1950 to 5.1 million in 1960; it doubled in the 1960s to reach 10.4 million
in 1970 (Altshuler et al. 1984: 19).
T h e dynamic behind this expansion was a combined "American
challenge" and European response. U.S. direct investment in the European
automobil e industry had begun in the 1920s as a way to avoid tariff barriers
and save on transport and labor costs. But investment soared in the 1950s
and 1960s. GM invested over DM 100 million in a major expansion of Opel
(Germany) between 1950 and 1955 and afterwards continued adding to its
facilities every year. GM also invested 36 million pounds in Vauxhall between 1952 and 1956 to enlarge its Luton plant and build a new factory at
Dunstable. Likewise, in the 1950s, Ford rapidly expanded its Dagenham facility in the United Kingdom and its Cologne factory in Germany (Dassbach
1988: 254-5, 296-300). A combined corporate-government response in
Europe resulted in the rapid growth of European automobile corporations
through consolidation and the introduction of the latest mass-production
techniques. Thus, for example, the automobile industry in Italy (which experienced little direct investment by foreign car manufacturers) more than
tripled its output during the 1950s and then doubled it in the 1960s. By
1970 motor-vehicle production in Italy had reached almost 2 million with
Fiat accounting for the vast majority of the output (Laux 1992: 178, 200).
The rapid extension of mass-production techniques in Western Europe
had contradictory effects on the labor force, similar to those experienced
by U.S. autoworkers in the early twentieth century. On the one hand,
labor's market-based bargaining power declined as craftworkers (and their
unions) were marginalized from production and new reserves of labor were
tapped. On the other hand, the expansion and transformation of the industry created a new semiskilled working class composed of recently proletarianized migrant workers. In the case of the early-twentieth-century
United States, the migrants had been from Eastern and Southern Europe
(and the U.S. South). In the case of Western Europe in the 1950s and
1960s, the migrants came from the peripheral regions of Europe (southern
Italy, Spain, Portugal, Turkey, and Yugoslavia). In both cases, the first generation of migrant workers generally did not protest against the harsh
conditions of work and life. Unions were weak and the arbitrary power
of management over issues such as hiring, firing, promotion, and iob
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the second generation became the backbone of militant struggles that succeeded in radically transforming relationships within the factory and within
society.
T h e late-1960s Western European strike waves caught unions, management, and states by surprise. In these strikes, mass-production workers, like
their U.S. counterparts m the 1930s, were able to exploit the bargaining
power that accrued to them as a result of their location within a complex
division of labor. Autoworkers in plants across Western Europe came to
realize that strategically located and timed strikes could do great damage to
a corporation, while minimizing the sacrifice made by the workers themselves. Perhaps the most dramatic example was the "hot autumn" of 1969
at Fiat:
For Italian, strikers, coordinated dispute activity within a large-scale production
unit [was] undertaken with a view to paralysing production at the least cost to the
workers. A judicious application of strike action a singhiozzo (shop-floor strikes)
and a scacchiera (coordinated in plant stoppages) soon leads to production chaos.
(Dubois 1978: 9)
Spot strikes, rolling strikes, and lightning strikes were designed to create
the maximum disruption to the flow of production by targeting the most
sensitive links in the productive chain. Similar tactics were employed by
autoworkers throughout Western Europe in the late 1960s and early 1970s
(see, e.g., Crouch and Pizzorno 1978).
T h e successful exploitation of such tactics resulted in a rapid expansion of the role of unions and workers' control on the shopfloor and an
unprecedented explosion of wages in the 1970s. Major limits on management prerogatives were imposed. For example, at Fiat consigli dei delegati
(workers' delegates councils) were set up at the factory level, with the goal
of providing workers (through their delegates) with some direct control
over the organization of production and with a say in the day-to-day exercise of what had heretofore been fundamental managerial prerogatives:
for example, assigning work tasks, loads, and speed; changing the organization of production; and introducing new technology. Management was
required to inform, consult, and negotiate with workers' delegates on all
decisions relating to the organization of the shopfloor (Silver 1992: 2 9 30; Rollier 1986). Flere, however, it is important to distinguish between
northwestern Europe, on the one hand, and southwestern Europe, on the
other hand. In southwestern Europe, the autoworkers' struggles were far
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more explosive than the northwestern European pattern. Moreover, the
autoworkers' struggles in Spain and Italy were far more central (including
symbolically) to the broader national-level social and political struggles of
the time.
Both these differences can be linked to the nature of the migrant labor
pool. T h e northwestern European industries relied on noncitizen immigrant labor (including Italian and Spanish workers), while the southwestern European industries relied on migrant, but citizen, labor forces. This
difference had both labor-market and social-political implications. While
northwestern European countries had multiple sources of immigrant labor,
Italy and Spain only relied on internal sources - and other countries were
also tapping these internal sources. This combined situation in the labor
market made the Italian and Spanish reactions to the initial upsurges far
less flexible, and thus contributed to their greater explosiveness.
Moreover, the fact that the workers in Italy and Spain were citizens
opened the space for other social movements to harness the autoworkers' struggles as part of broader struggles for economic and political democratization. In both cases, as in the case of the so-called N I C s (newly
industrializing countries), which are discussed later, the labor movement
strengthened (and was strengthened by) other movements aimed at broad
social, economic, and political transformations (Foweraker 1989; Tarrow
1989; Martin 1990: 417-26; Perlmutter 1991; cf. Fishman 1990).
T h e response of automakers producing in Western Europe to the
startling successes of the workers' movements was analogous to the U.S.
corporate response to the C I O victories of the 1930s and 1940s. "Process
innovations" (including the rapid robotization of labor-intensive tasks), attempts to promote "responsible unionism," and the relocation of production were all vigorously pursued. For Volkswagen, a strategy of geographical
relocation - shifting investments to more peripheral locations, especially
Brazil and Mexico - took precedence. Overall, foreign direct investment
from Germany increased fivefold between 1967 and 1975 (OECD 1981;
Ross 1982; Silver 1992: 80). At Fiat, on the other hand, massive robotization projects were emphasized, including the complete automation of
engine assembly (Volpato 1987: 218).
T h e effect on the bargaining power of workers was also analogous to
the U.S. case. By the early 1980s, labor movements in Western Europe
(including autoworkers) were generally on the defensive, and the promotion
of "responsible unionism" was abandoned. By 1980, Fiat was able to bypass
the workers' councils and unilaterally implement a policy of aggressive
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140,000 to 90,000 (Rollier 1986: 117, 129). T h e gains of the late 1960s had
been largely overturned. T h e other side of this process, however, was the
creation (and strengthening) of new automobile proletariats in the favored
sites of industry expansion in the 1970s and 1980s,5

Brazil and EOI Fordism
The Brazilian "economic miracle" from 1968 to 1974 corresponded precisely to the period in which core capitalists increasingly sought to escape
militant workers' struggles at home. Brazil provided a seemingly perfect
site for investment: the 1964 military coup installed an extremely repressive regime, which succeeded in smashing the old corporatist trade-union
movement and effectively eliminating any working-class opposition at both
the plant level and national political level.6
T h e Brazilian automobile industry experienced very rapid expansion in
the 1970s. By 1974 Brazil was among the world's top ten vehicle producers.
From 1969 to 1974, vehicle output increased by an average annual rate of
20.7%; from 1974 to 1979 (while vehicle output collapsed throughout the
core in response to the oil crisis and labor militancy), the Brazilian industry
continued to grow at 4.5% per year (Humphrey 1982: 48-50). While
retrenching their operations in core countries, multinationals invested
heavily in Brazil in the 1970s: Ford, for example, invested over U.S.$300
million and increased plant capacity by 100% (Humphrey 1987: 129).

5

T h e Argentine case adds another variation to the same basic story being told here. I t i s a
case of early, rapid growth of the mass-production automobile industry through ISI (importsubstitution-industrialization) in the 1950s and 1960s. T h e timing and patterning of both the
expansion of the industry and the outbreak of a major wave of labor unrest is similar to that
described for Western Europe, except that the lower relative level of wealth in Argentina
made a stable social contract solution more difficult to fund. (This contrast between the
options open to high-income and middle-income countries in accommodating labor unrest
through reforms is elaborated at length in Chapter 3.) For Argentina, as for Japan, labor
unrest was a problem from the early days. Yet in contrast to Japan, labor unrest did not
provoke a major departure from Fordism (see our discussion of Japan later in this chapter).
In Argentina, the growth in automobile manufacturing, although fi tful, farther strengthened
the working class, culminating in the major uprising in the late 1960s known as the Cordobazo,
followed by a military coup and a period of brutal deindustrialization (Jelin 1979; James
1981; Brennan 1994).

6

Moreover, ISI efforts elsewhere in Latin America (especially Argentina) were producing
major labor unrest waves (see Footnote 5 in this chapter), farther enhancing Brazil's attractiveness as an alternative site for investenent.
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T h e rapid expansion of manufacturing in general, and the automobile industry in particular, created a new working class: new^ in size and
in experience. From 1970 to 1980, employment in manufacturing doubled (Humphrey 1987: 120). In the industrial suburb of Sao Bernardo do
Campo where the automobile industry concentrated, the number of workers employed in manufacturing increased from 4,030 in 1950 to 20,039
in 1960 to 75,118 in 1970 (Humphrey 1982: 128-9). This new working class tended to be concentrated in plants of enormous size. Three
plants in Sao Bernardo - Volkswagen, Mercedes, and Ford - employed
over 60,000 people (Humphrey 1982: 137).
Like the protagonists of the C I O struggles of the 1930s and the strike
waves in Western Europe of the late 1960s, Brazil's autoworkers were
strategically located within a complex technical division of labor inside
the Brazilian factories. But this new working class was also strategically
situated in what was now the key export sector of the Brazilian economy:
transportation equipment was Brazil's largest export, worth $3.9 billion in
1988 (Economist Intelligence Unit 1990: 3). Strikes and militancy in the
automobile industry would affect not only the profitability of the specific
firms involved but also the ability of the Brazilian government to service its
enormous debt to foreign banks.
In the closing years o f t h e 1970s, as labor movements were experiencing
decisive defeats throughout the core, a new trade union movement burst
onto the scene in Brazil, bringing to an end almost one and a half decades
of worker quiescence. An intense strike wave in 1978 inaugurated a period
of activism that survived (even flourished) through a decade of repression
and recession in the 1980s. Brazil's autoworkers formed the central core
of this new labor movement with auto- and metalworkers accounting for
almost half of all strikes in the 1978 to 1986 period (Seidman 1994: 36).
On May 12, 1978, the day shift workers entered the Saab-Scania
plant's tool room in Sao Bernardo but refused to start up their machines. T h e strike quickly spread to the whole plant with thousands of
workers standing by their machines in silence with their arms crossed.
From Scania, the stoppages spread to other auto plants - Mercedes, Ford,
Volkswagen, and Chrysler. Within a few days, workers were crossing their
arms and refusing to work in all the major plants. Reminiscent of the
U.S. strikes of the 1930s and the Western European strike waves of the
late 1960s, these were mainly conducted as sit-down strikes, with workers
reporting to work each day, eating in the canteen, but refusing to work
(Moreira Alves 1989: 51-2; Humphrey 1982: 166). T h e strikes resulted
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recognition of new, independent trade unions (not linked to the official
state-sponsored trade unions). Implacably anti-union employers had been
forced to negotiate with new independent unions and to sign collective
contracts.
T h e automobile multinationals did not accept this defeat and carried on
a battle to repress strikes and eliminate the unions from the plants. T h e y
believed that the victory of the workers in 1978 resulted from their own
lack of preparation, rather than from any inherent strength of the workers.
But repression only resulted in a change of tactics from large-scale confrontations to smaller-scale (but very disruptive) protests on the shopfloor
(slowdowns, spot strikes, and general non-cooperation with management).
These tactics were reminiscent of those used in the Western European strike
wave of the late 1960s and early 1970s to maximize the disruption while
minimizing the costs to the workforce.
By 1982, the major employers had accepted the inevitability of unionization, union involvement in shopfloor management, and rising wages.
Ford was the first to come to believe that the maintenance of discipline
on the shopfloor required the promotion of "responsible unionism." In
1981, Ford recognized plant-level committees made up ofworkers elected
at the shopfloor level and linked to the independent unions as having the
right to negotiate with management over workers' concerns and grievances
(Humphrey 1987: 125; Humphrey 1993: 103, 111-12). Volkswagen ( V W )
held out longer, but by 1982 VW was forced to recognize the independent unions and accept factory committees similar to those that had been
introduced at Ford.
Strike activity in Brazil reached a peak of 9 million workers involved in
1987 (Moreira Alves 1989:67). During the fouryears from 198 5 to 1988, real
industrial wages in Greater Sao Paulo grew by an average of 10 percent per
year (Economist Intelligence Unit 1990). T h e strike movement thus effectively nullified the IMF-inspired government anti-inflation plan (MoreiraAlves 1989: 67). T h e new union movement also took an active role in
pushing for a broader democratization, especially with regard to the provisions to be included in the new constitution. The latter (adopted in 1989)
gave workers the right to strike, to form independent trade unions, and
to manage their affairs without state interference. It also guaranteed the
right to shopfloor representation. As Margaret Keck (1989: 284) pointed
out, the amount of "attention paid to labor issues in the Constituent
Assembly... speak[s] to the change in labor's political clout in Brazil."
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Tellingly, however, the labor movement failed to win one of the provisions they had fought hard for: job security guarantees incorporated into
the Constitution itself. And indeed, workers' movements in the industrial
suburbs of Sao Paolo where the auto industry had concentrated have been
progressively undermined as new investment has gone elsewhere and existing jobs have been eliminated. For at least a decade - from the mid
1980s to the mid 1990s - Brazil was no longer a favored site of investment as new investments by the auto multinationals dried up (Gwynne
1991: 75-8). In the mid and late 1990s - especially after Cardoso's 1994
presidential election victory - foreign investment once again began flowing into the Brazilian automobile industry. But the expansions being carried out by foreign automobile companies are outside the traditional Sao
Paolo/Sao Bernardo stronghold of the metalworkers' union. In the mid
1990s, reports of major new investments in Rio State, Minas Gerais, and
the northeast were interspersed with reports of massive layoffs at factories
located in the strongholds of the Brazilian labor movement (Brooke 1994;
New York Times 1995; Rodridguez-Pose and Arbix 2001). At VW's Sao
Bernardo plant, for example, the number of workers dropped from 40,000
in 1978 to 26,000 in 1996, and the number was expected to continue to
drop further as VW simultaneously built new plants in greenfield sites in
Resende (Rio State) and Sao Carlos. Likewise, Fiat built its new factory
in Almas Gerais where workers are unorganized and wages are 40 percent
lower than at its Sao Bernardo plant. As a result of these trends, membership in the metalworkers' union in the ABC+ (suburban Sao Paolo) region
dropped from 202,000 in 1987 to 150,000 in 1992 and 130,000 in 1996
(DIEESE 1995: 44; Bradsher 1997: D l ; Sedgwick 1997: 3; Automotive
News 1996: 9; author interviews with Human Resources Alanager, VW
Sao Bernardo and director of Smdicato dos Metalurgicos do ABC, June 13,
1996).
South Africa
Like Brazil, although on a less spectacular scale, South Africa became a
favored site for investment by the automobile multinational corporations
in the late 1960s and 1970s. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, foreign
capital had shied away from South Africa. T h e strength of national liberation movements was peaking across the continent, and mass protests against
the implementation of apartheid laws within South Africa were spreading including nationwide "stayaways" organized in 1957, 1958, 1960, and 1961
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showed that it could successfully smash the opposition and, moreover, institute repressive and racist legislation that ensured a steady flow of cheap
labor. As a 1972 article published by Fomme observed, South Africa was
considered to be a "gold mine" by foreign investors:
[OJne of those rare and refreshing places where profi ts are great, and problems are
small. Capital is not threatened by political instability or nationalization. Labour is
cheap, the market is booming, the currency hard and convertible. (Blashill 1972:
49; quoted by Seidman and Seidman 1977: 76)
F r o m 1965 to 1969, the average annual net inflow of foreign capital was
$308 million per year; and between 1970 and 1976 the inflow mushroomed
to an average of $1 billion per year (Litvaket al. 1978: 40). T h e motor vehicle
industry was one of the main targets of these inflows of capital. From 1967
to 1975 the motor vehicle industry grew by 10.3 percent annually (Litvak
et al 1978: 24; Myers 1980: 256).
A large, urban, Black proletariat was formed, concentrated in semiskilled
positions in mass-production industries. T h e number of Blacks employed
in manufacturing doubled between 1950 and 1975. And while apartheid
laws reserved skilled and salaried positions for white workers, the strategic
semiskilled jobs within manufacturing were almost entirely performed by
Blacks.
As in Brazil, this new proletariat became the backbone of a wave of
labor militancy in the 1970s and early 1980s. T h e first sign of the changing balance of class power was the 1973 wave of strikes centered in the
factories of Durban that shattered over a decade of labor quiescence. Most
of these strikes ended in victory with workers winning large wage increases; membership in the newly formed (illegal) Black trade unions mushroomed. Yet neither the state nor employers resigned themselves to these
victories.
Indeed, throughout the 1970s, employers, backed by the state, fiercely
resisted union recognition. T h e metal industry's employers association advised its members to call in the police "if at any time it appears that law and
order are in danger" (Seidman 1994: 179). And in virtually all disputes, the
police were indeed called in, strikers were arrested, union leaders banned,
workers fired and forced to leave the urban areas. Yet repression, which
"had proven in the past to be highly effective in suppressing Black unionization drives," did not succeed in undermining the independent unions in
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the 1970s (Beittel 1989: 3). Given the "hostile political environment," the
fact that the new unions managed to survive the 1970s was, argued Maree
>'1985: 294), in itself "a major achievement."
Not only did the labor movement survive, but it also forced the government to rethink its repressive labor policy. Indeed, Gay Seidman (1994:
185) suggested that "the 1979 strikes in the automobile industry in the
Eastern Cape were the final straw prompting the state to legalize nonracial
unions." These strikes "seemed to herald a new and uncontrollable wave of
industrial action, which could only be prevented by allowing unions some
legal channels for expressing workers' demands."
The legalization of Black trade unions in 1979 was followed by the largest
and longest strike wave in South African history. T h e number of signed
union-recognition agreements rose from 5 in 1979 to no less than 403 in
1983 (Maree 1985: 297). In 1985, the independent trade unions federated
to form the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COS AT U), which by
the end o f t h e 1980s was dubbed "the fastest growing trade union movement
in the world" (Obrery 1989: 34).
As in Brazil, the South African strike wave demonstrated the strong
workplace bargaining power of this new working class, which effectively
exploited its position within a complex technical division oflabor. This bargaining power was most visible in the automobile industry, whose workers
formed the frontline ofthe industrial class battle in the early 1980s.' Indeed,
between 1979 and early 1986, strikes in the South African metal and automobile sectors accounted for 30 percent of person-days lost to industrial
action (Seidman 1994: 37). While some strikes were large-scale conflicts involving thousands ofworkers (e.g., in 1980 at Ford, VW, Datsun, and BMW;
in 1981 at Leyland; and in 1982 at Ford and GM), others involved the use of
disruptive but low-key tactics such as slowdowns and small strikes limited
to key departments within plants. For example, in an August 1984 strike at
Volkswagen, the workers limited their stoppage to the paint shop, but because of the latter's strategic location within the factory's division of labor,
the entire plant was forced to shut down f o r five days. T h e plant reopened
when management agreed to union demands (Southall 1985: 321, 329). 8

Strong workplace bargaining power was also visible among mineworkers who labored in
an increasingly mechanized industry and who, by the mid 1980s, had taken the lead in the
continuing wave of labor unrest.
*
The South African autoworkers derived power not only from their strategic location within
the technical division of labor within the South African automobile industry but also from
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within the context of a deep recession within the auto industry and in the
economy in general. As in Brazil, mass layoffs did not dampen labor militancy. Instead, they refocused strike demands on questions of job security;
strikes protesting retrenchments became common. Moreover, as in Brazil,
the new South African unions made headway in achieving agreements that
recognized shop stewards' rights to be consulted about key decisions in the
running of the plants including decisions about hiring and firing (Lewis and
Randall 1986: 71-3;Maree 1985: 12).
T h e 1980s experience in South Africa and Brazil contrasts sharply with
that of the 1950s and 1960s. In the earlier period in both countries, a
militant labor movement (without a strong shopfloor base) succumbed to
state repression, while in the 1980s, arrests and other forms of repression
tended only to fan the flames of militancy rather than to drown them. In a
summary of the year 1988,Obrery and Singh (1988: 37) catalogued massive
repression of workers by the South African state and then concluded: "rank
and file . . . militancy and anger seem largely untouched by years of unionbashing and emergency rule." Indeed, the workers' movement was able
to withstand the crackdown on anti-apartheid activities in the second half
of the 1980s better than t h e community and political groups with which
they were allied. COSATU found itself catapulted to playing the leading
role in the anti-apartheid movement, bringing "a distinctively working class
perspective" to the question of national liberation (Obrery 1989: 34-5; see
also Adler and Webster 2000).
With repression failing to maintain labor control, capital began to
shift out of the South African automobile industry. Sales of locally produced automobiles peaked in 1981 (Hirschsohn 1997: 233). By the end
of the 1980s, automobile multinationals had largely divested from South
Africa. As Gwynne (1991: 50)noted: "While political factors [anti-apartheid
campaign] have been emphasized, the . . . withdrawal of Ford and General
Motors from South Africa [had] a significant economic basis." In the place
their position within the world-scale organization of labor of their corporate employers.
Workers in South Africa were often able to bring pressure to bear on management by enlisting support from autoworkers' unions in the country where the corporation headquarters
were located. Thus, for example, in the 1979-80 strike at its Port Elizabeth plant, Ford was
forced to retract the mass dismissal of strikers and to reinstate its employees "after coming
under pressure from Ford (Detroit), which had been assailed by US auto unions and Black
American politicians" (Southall 1985: 317). In this case, associational power grew out of the
concentration/centralization of production on a world-scale (see Chapter 1, Footnote 10,
on this form as contrasted with workplace bargaining power).
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local production, more and more CBUs (completely built-up motor
vehicles) flooded the South African market from around the world in the
1990s (Cargo Info 1997).
South Korea
The South Korean "economic miracle" overlapped with the fading of
the Brazilian and South African "economic miracles." In 1973, the South
Korean government targeted automobiles as one of the priority industries
for development. While output and employment in light industries grew
rapidly in the 1970s, the take-off of the South Korean automobile industry
only took place in the early 1980s (i.e., during the years in which labor militancy, unionization, and rising wages had come to characterize the Brazilian
and South African industries). Like Brazil and South Africa at the time of
their big spurts in automobile production, an authoritarian regime in South
Korea banned independent trade unions and strike activity, arrested and
blacklisted labor activists, and helped keep wages low and working conditions harsh and despotic. In the early 1980s, "organized labor found no
legitimate space in which to operate, and the labor movement was forced
into a state of apparent quiescence" (Koo 1993: 149, 161; also Rodgers
1996: 105-10; Vogel and Lindauer 1997: 98-9; Koo 2001).
This environment proved attractive for the three domestic conglomerates that had been given governmental permission to produce automobiles (Hyundai, Kia, and Daewoo), as well as for their multinational
corporate partners (Mitsubishi, Ford/Mazda, and GM/Isuzu, respectively).
South Korean motor vehicle output increased eightfold in just seven years,
from 123,135 units in 1980 to 980,000 units in 1987 (Wade 1990: 309-12;
AAMA 1995: 60; Bloomfield 1991: 29).
Both U.S. and Japanese multinationals moved into Korea through joint
ventures. In 1981, GM obtained a 50 percent stake in Daewoo. Through this
joint venture, GM began selling a cheap Korean-made car in North America
as the Pontiac Le Mans. A 1985 agreement between GM and Daewoo called
for the latter to supply starter motors and alternators f o r GM's worldwide
operations. In 1986, Ford paid U.S.$30 million for a 10 percent shareholding in Kia and opened a Korean branch office of Ford International
Business Development in order to develop sources of automotive components in South Korea (Gwynne 1991: 73-4). By the 1980s, "an industrial belt of heavy industry" including steel, shipbuilding, and automobiles
"stretched forty miles along the Ulsan coast, with hundreds of thousands of
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106).

As South Korean production reached one million automobiles annually
(and surpassed Brazilian output), the New York Times filed the following
report on August 12,1987: "A wave of labor unrest is sweeping through this
country.... T h e unrest has shut plants in the nation's largest conglomerates,
including Hyundai, Daewoo, Samsung, Lucky-Goldstar. Hyundai Motors,
which manufactures the popular Excel, settled a dispute that had shut its
factory but said labor troubles at its suppliers had forced the company to
suspend car exports for now."
On August 18, 1987, the New York Times headline read "Workers Seize
Hyundai Plants in South Korea." And it was reported that:
More than 20,000 workers climbed over a barricade and occupied factory buildings
and a shipyard operated by the Hyundai Group.... Hyundai has been the most
badly hit of the large conglomerates. At the heart of the struggle is the demand
by Hyundai's workers to form their own unions. Hyundai has long taken a tough
anti-union stance, and until the recent turmoil, Hyundai employees had no union.
Then, on August 20, 1987, only eight days after the initial report, the
Times carried a photograph with the caption: "Chung Ju Yung, in white
suit, founder and honorary chairman of the Hyundai Group, toasting the
agreement with leaders of the newly formed labor union in Seoul yesterday."
T h e accompanying article was entitled "South Korean Company Agrees to
Recognize Union."
T h e initial workers' victories were rapid and dramatic, leading to the establishment of new democratic unions independent of the government and
employers. Ulsan heavy industry workers received wage increases ranging
from 45 percent to 60 percent or more over the next two years "as management tried to buy peace and keep control" (Vogel and Lindauer 1997:
108). Nevertheless, as with the initial strike waves and labor victories in
Brazil and South Africa, Korea's automobile producers were not reconciled
to the changing balance in labor-capital relations. " M a n a g e m e n t . . . could
not get over the conviction that excising the trouble-makers would get rid
of the cancer." Employers tended to ascribe the wave of labor militancy
to the work of outside agitators, especially radical students. T h e South
Korean government, which initially refrained from repressing strike activity in 1987, cracked down on labor unrest in 1989-90. Unions were
resisted through "bad faith" collective bargaining, repression of labor activists (firings, arrests, kidnappings), and the use of paramilitary troops to
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breakup strikes (Kirk 1994: 228; Koo 1993: 158-9; Vogel and Lindauer
1997:93, 110).
However, as in the Brazilian case, the labor movement could not be
successfully repressed. According to Ezra Vogel and David Lindauer (1997:
110), even though strike activities were partially contained, "large masses
of workers and ordinary citizens who opposed the crackdown were further
alienated." Moreover, the Korean experience showed mass production's
vulnerability, not only to disruptions by workers' direct action, but also to
repressive countermeasures by employers and states. During a 1990 strike
at the Hyundai Group, auto assembly-line workers described the following
incidents:
"Only a small number of [Hyundai Motor] workers were blocking the road at first
[in solidarity with striking Hyundai shipyard workers]", said Roh Sang Soo, a young
assembly line worker.... "Then the police threw teargas into the compound while
we were working. We could not work.... I was on the Excel line at the time. I smelled
the teargas. I came out of the plant and joined the demonstration".... Those who
came to work the next day again got teargassed. "We couldn't work because of the
gas", said assembly line worker Lee Sang Hui. "If one person cannot work, the whole
line stops. I just joined the demonstration and sang songs and clapped." (Kirk 1994:
246; emphasis added)
Workers also responded to repression by turning toward smaller-scale,
less-open, but highly disruptive forms of protest. Slowdowns, sabotage, and
refusals to work overtime all caused major losses in output at Hyundai in
the early 1990s, the latter having invested heavily in advanced capital equipment. Hyundai Motors' hardline position was aggravating "other subjective
or less easily quantifiable problems" (Rodgers 1996:116, see also Kirk 1994:
257,262).
O n e recurrent employer response to major waves of labor unrest has
been automation. Significantly, exactly one year after the outbreak of the
1987 strikes in Ulsan, the Hyundai Group added a new company to the
conglomerate - Hyundai Robot Industry (Kirk 1994: 344-5). Moreover,
Korean automobile producers moved to turn themselves into multinational
corporations at breakneck speed. After surveying Korean plans to build automobile plants in northeast Brazil, the Ukraine, and Poland (Daewoo);
China (Hyundai); and Indonesia (Kia), Automotive News concluded that
Korean-owned companies are on "the cutting-edge of international expansion" (Johnson 1997: 14).
Despite rising wages and endemic labor unrest, the Korean conglomerates (although not their multinational partners) continued to expand
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strikes and slowdowns, actual output climbed on a yearly basis from about
1 million in 1987 (the year of the first major strike) to almost 1.5 million
in 1991 and over 2 million in 1993 (AAMA 1995: 60). By 1996, total
Korean capacity had reached well over 3 million and expansion plans
foresaw an output capacity of over 6 million by the year 2002 (Treece
1997b: 4).
T h e overambitious nature of these plans was revealed by the Asian financial crisis of 1997. While it lasted, however, this expansion only further
heightened the intensity and effectiveness of labor militancy - especially in
the context of continued employer hostility toward independent unions. A
new peak of labor militancy was reached with the twenty-day general strike
in December 1996-January 1997 in which autoworkers played a central
role. Prompted by government passage of a new law that further undermined both labor and democratic rights, the mass general strike resulted in
"a de facto surrender to the working class" by the government, Che labor law
was reamended in ways that have greatly strengthened the juridical status
of the independent trade union federation. And there are growing indications that employers are finally reconciling themselves to institutionalizing
trade unions and collective bargaining. Moreover, because of the undemocratic way in which the government passed the original laws - secretly, at
dawn, without notifying opposition parties - the general strike drew broad
support beyond the working class. Workers were seen as fighting f o r "the
interests of the people in general," taking the leadership role in the broader
struggle f o r democracy (Sonn 1997: 125 -8).

Another Round of Relocation and Militancy?
In sum. it appears that corporations in the automobile industry have been
chasing the mirage of cheap and disciplined labor around the world, only
to find themselves continuously recreating militant labor movements in
the new locations. Rather than providing a permanent spatial fix to the
problems of profitability and labor control, relocation has only succeeded
in geographically relocating the contradictions from one site of production
to another (see also Silver 1995b: 173-85). 9
9

T h e time required to bring each wave of militancy under control has decreased over the
course of the half century, a point to which we will return in Chapter 3 when we reformulate
this process within a modified product cycle framework.
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II. Deja Vu in Major Auto Strike Waves
Recent trends might be interpreted as the beginnings of yet another new
cycle of spatial relocation and militancy. T h e world's major automobile producers have singled out at least two new low-wage sites for rapid expansion:
northern Mexico and China. If past dynamics are a guide to future trends,
then we have good reasons to expect the emergence of strong, independent
autoworkers' movements in Mexico and China during the coming decade.
T h e automobile industries in both countries have expanded rapidly.
Mexican motor vehicle production tripled from 357,998 units in 1984 to
1,122,109 units in 1994 and 1,755,000 units in 2001 (AAMA 1995: 28, 257;
Standard & Poor's 2002).
China's output almost doubled in just three years, increasing from
708,820 in 1991 to 1,353,368 in 1994 and to 1,995,000 in 2001 (China
Automotive Technology and Research Center 1998: 11; Standard & Poor's
2002). T h e Chinese government has chosen the automobile industry as one
of the seven "pillar industries" of economic development, and the industry
is expected to continue to grow rapidly as multinationals rush in to establish production of parts and vehicles (Treece 1997a). By 1996, eighteen out
of the twenty-eight automobile firms ranked in the Fortune 500 list had
already invested in automobile production in China (Zhang 1999: Table 1).
The trend since the 1980s has been toward the creation of larger production units as well as the concentration of production in specific geographical
areas, a reversal of the previous policy emphasis on geographical dispersion
and regional self-sufficiency in production (Harwit 1995: 26-37). T h e proportion of the total number of automobiles produced in China by the top
ten firms increased from 66 percent in 1987 to 78 percent in 1996. This
proportion was expected to increase further once new investments by major
automobile multinationals (including G M , C i t r o e n , VW, and Toyota) come
on line in the late 1990s and 2000s (Zhang 1999). 10
Another trend that emerged in the late 1980s and 1990s might also, perversely, be interpreted as a continuation of the same dynamic of militancy

1

'' Yet, it should also be pointed out that the 1990s growth in production and employment by
automobile multinational corporations in China has gone hand in hand with massive layoffs
from state-owned industrial enterprises, including automobile industrial enterprises. These
layoffs (and the breaking of the "iron rice bowl" social contract more generally) sparked
significant Polanyi-type waves of labor unrest in China in the late 1990s and early 2000s
(see, e.g., Pan 2002) - a point to which we return in subsequent chapters. Whether these
unrest waves are also a prelude to the emergence of Marx-type waves of labor unrest in
the expanding multinational corporate-controlled automobile industry in China, as our
analysis here would predict, remains to be seen.

65

Labor Movements and Capital Mobilityand capital relocation. T h e automobile multinationals came full-circle and
began to concentrate production in the core regions from which they had
fled in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s (particularly the United States and the
United Kingdom). In the case of the United States, the southern Great
Lakes states are once again a favored site for both automotive assembly and
automotive components production; however, former union strongholds
are avoided, and small towns with no automotive production history are
preferred (Rubenstein 1992: 171-82). This reconcentration in the core can
be interpreted, at least in part, as a continuation of the long trajectory of militancy and relocation - that is, as mass-production unions have been undermined in the core by the disinvestment of the previous decades, producers
are once again choosing to relocate to an area of weak labor movements. 11
Moreover, this reconcentration in the core has been accompanied by
major transformations in the organization of production and labor process
over the past two decades that raise questions about whether we are witnessing a repeat of the cycle of relocation and militancy. It is to the character
and impact of these transformations that we now turn.

III.

A Post-Fordist Technological Fix?

By the 1980s, with the emergence of militant labor movements in the Brazilian and South Korean automobile industries, it was no doubt clear to the
automobile corporations that geographical relocation would not provide a
long-run stable solution to the problems of profitability and labor control.
This awareness, combined with the competitive threat posed by the phenomenal success of Japanese automobile firms in the 1980s, led U.S. and
Western European corporations to focus on the implementation of major
process innovations - technological fixes to the problems of profitability
and labor control. T h e result, it is widely argued, has been a fundamental
transformation of the nature of labor-capital relations within the automobile industry.
T h e post-Fordist organizational transformations were spearheaded by
the rapid overseas expansion of Japanese multinationals in the 1980s. In
response to rising wages at home, Japanese automakers moved into lowerwage areas in East and Southeast Asia (see discussion that follows). And in
11
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It should be noted that protectionist measures, especially targeting Japanese auto imports,
were also a key motivation underlying this reconcentration of production in the United
States and the United Kingdom (a point to which we return in Chapter 3).

HI. A Post-Fordist Technological Fix?
response to rising protectionist measures in the West (most notably the open
or tacit imposition of "voluntary" export restrictions), they expanded rapidly
in N o r t h America and Western Europe, By the mid 1990s, production by
Japanese multinationals accounted for approximately 25 percent of total
U.S. and 20 percent of total U.K. passenger car output, and these shares
were projected to grow further (AAMA 1995: 199, 272).
T h e Japanese automakers brought to these sites many of the organizational practices of automobile production in Japan. These practices spread
still further as U.S. and Western European automobile firms responded
to the Japanese competitive threat by selectively emulating Japanese organizational practices. 1 " Thus, in the 1980s, flexible work rules, just-in-time
delivery systems, teamwork, quality circles, and a move away from vertical
integration toward the extensive use of subcontracted inputs (outsourcing)
were widely adopted. There was, however, a crucial difference between
the original Japanese model and that adopted by the U.S. and Western
European multinationals. T h a t is, the latter did not prdmise job security to
their core labor force. In other words, the cost-cutting measures of Japanese
lean production were adopted without the related employment policies.
This model might thus be labeled "lean and mean" (cf. Harrison 1997). In
contrast, the original "Toyotist" model - which offers employment security
to a core labor force in exchange for cooperation, but at the same time
creates a large buffer of less privileged workers without the same rights
and benefits - might be labeled "lean and dual." T h e difference between
these two models, we will argue, is crucial to understanding the dynamics
of contemporary labor unrest in the world automobile industry.
Through the 1990s, the lean-and-mean version predominated. Whereas
Japanese multinationals operating in core countries tended to implement
the homegrown model (Florida and Kenney 1991: 390-1), U.S. corporations have generally taken the lean-and-mean road, as have Japanese p r o 4
ducers operating in Southeast Asia and Latin America. Deyo (1996a: 9)
argued that "authoritarian politics and repressive labor regimes" are characteristic of the main sites of industry expansion in low-wage countries. In
Thailand, Mitsubishi has not extended employment guarantees to its core
workforce (Deyo 1996b: 145-6). In Korea, the domestic auto producers
(except Kia) continue to pursue a low-wage, high-turnover strategy of mass
production and an anti-union and autocratic managerial style (Rodgers
s
12

On the U.S. automobile industry's emulation of Japanese production methods, see among
others Abo (1994).
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Labor Movements and Capital Mobility1996: 115-19). And in China, "layoffs are becoming a painful reality" as
the central government promotes a "leaning-out of the industry" in an
effort to bring labor productivity in Chinese automobile factories in line
with the standards set by international "market rule" (Treece 1997c). Likewise, Japanese transnationals in Mexico are employing traditional Fordist
techniques; they have found it "economically rational to place a heavier emphasis on low wages, even if the consequent high turnover disrupts quality
circles and other lean production techniques" (Shaiken 1995: 248-9, 254).
Nevertheless, it also has become clear that, as was the case with the
spatial fixes discussed earlier, the technological fix of lean-and-mean production has not provided a stable solution to labor unrest. Indeed, without
employment guarantees, automakers have found that it is very difficult to
elicit the active cooperation of the workforce; thus, the dynamic of laborcapital conflict has remained largely the same as in the traditional Fordist
model. Thus, where quality circles have been implemented without concomitant employment security guarantees, they have failed to succeed in
eliciting workers' cooperation. Mitsubishi's T h a i plant has been plagued by
high quit rates and has been forced to abandon quality control circles due
to a lack of worker cooperation (Deyo 1996b: 145-6). Ford's Hermosillo
plant - hailed as a leader in lean production techniques - implemented J I T
and teamwork, but without measures to develop worker commitment and
loyalty to the firm. T h a t plant has experienced high turnover rates, several
major strikes, and mass firings ofworkers (Shaiken 1995: 248-9, 254).
Moreover, it is clear that subcontracting systems based on J I T production
have not weakened the workplace bargaining power of autoworkers. To
the contrary, J I T production is even more vulnerable than Fordist mass
production to strikes at component factories as well as in transportation. As
an October 8, 1992, New York Times article (p. 5) noted regarding the U.S.
experience:
Because the automobile industry has largely adopted the Japanese system ofkeeping
production inventories low, strikes at part plants have a much broader impact than
in the past.... The ability of the union to cripple production by putting only a few
thousand workers on strike is a way of imposing costs on the company that may
outweigh the savings from job cuts [through automation, outsourcing, etc.]. (See
also Rubenstein 1992: 198; Schoenberger 1997: 57-61)

This vulnerability of J I T production was demonstrated in a series of
strikes at General Motors. For example, in July 1997, workers went on
strike at a GM transmission factory in suburban Detroit that supplies parts
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to all of GM's N o r t h American assembly plants except Saturn. Workers
were protesting outsourcing and demanding greater employment levels
and security. By the third day of the strike by the factory's 2,800 workers,
GM had been forced to shut down four assembly plants, idling a total of
19,300 workers. If the strike had lasted two or three weeks, it would
have "virtually paralyze[d] the N o r t h American assembly operations of the
General Motors Corporation." T h e strike was settled in three days with
the union declaring victory (New York Times 1997).
Thus, employment practices in many of the main sites of automobile
industry expansion still retain the characteristics that both provoked and
facilitated the historic waves of autoworker militancy, from the CIO struggles of the 1930s to the more recent labor upheavals in Brazil, South Africa,
and South Korea. To the extent that lean-and-mean practices continue to
be predominant in the future, the dynamic whereby the automobile corporations produce new militant labor movements at each new site of rapid
expansion is likely to continue.
>
[V. Boundary Drawing and the
ofLean-and-Dual
Production

Contradictions

By the late 1990s, some industry analysts began to note the limits of lean
production in the form in which it had been widely adopted. T h e failure of
some automakers to turn lean production techniques into successful performance, suggested Thomas Kochan, Russell Lansbury, and John MacDuffi e
(1997: 307-9), is rooted in the failure to adopt employment policies that
elicit active worker cooperation. Success requires "an organization characterized by flexibility, problem solving, and motivation, which lean practices
have been designed to encourage." Yet, in firms and plants where lean production practices were introduced together with considerable downsizing 1
and/or layoffs, the "behavioral and motivational benefits" of lean practices!
were undermined. T h e y suggest that the employment relationships that lie
"beyond lean production" will have to pay more attention to "achieving
improved wages, security, and working conditions" (see also Camuffo and
Volpato 1997 f o r this argument with special reference to Fiat). Indeed, as
already suggested above, employment security for a core labor force is what
separates the "Toyotist" lean-and-dual model from the more widely adopted
lean-and-mean model.
T h e strong managerial commitment injapan to employment security for
a core labor force is rooted in experiences from both the immediate postwar
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Labor Movements and Capital Mobilityperiod and the 1970s. T h e attempted postwar take-off of the Japanese automobile industry took place in the midst of a massive nationwide wave of
labor unrest in which layoffs frequently triggered strike action and protest
(Cusumano 1985; Farley 1950; Okayama 1987). In order to cope with the
constraints imposed by this wave of labor militancy as well as financial constraints, the automobile companies chose to depart in significant ways from
the Fordist style of mass production. Discarding their earlier attempts at
vertical integration, Japanese automobile producers established a multilayered subcontracting system that simultaneously allowed them to guarantee
employment to (and establish cooperative relations with) a core labor force,
while obtaining low-cost inputs and flexibility from the lower rungs of the
supply network. T h e subcontracting system allowed Toyota to increase its
output fivefold while only increasing its workforce by 15 percent between
1952 and 1957. More importantly, it allowed Toyota and the other auto
assemblers to avoid layoffs (and the confrontations with militant workers
that layoffs provoked) (Smitka 1991: 2-7). :
Japanese managers' commitment to a policy o f employment security was
reinforced by the experience of the 1970s, T h e organizational innovations
of the 1970s (lean production), which helped the Japanese automobile industry survive the oil crisis and emerge as the world's giant in the 1980s,
would not have been possible without guarantees of employment security
for the core labor force. Worker cooperation with cost-cutting measures
and continuous improvements in productivity and quality could only happen in the context of an "understanding between management and labour
that workers' cooperation over productivity and quality" would not cost
workers their jobs (Sako 1997: 8; Chalmers 1989: 132). Employment security is thus key to explaining the fact that the greatpostwar expansion of the
Japanese automobile industry - unlike all other cases of rapid expansion did not lead to a major wave of labor militancy.
In the 1990s, under the impact of extreme recessionary pressures, the
large automobile assemblers introduced a modification in the "lifetime employment" system: core workers were to be guaranteed employment within
an extended enterprise grouping (assemblers and primary suppliers) rather
than within a single firm. But, despite repeated predictions to the contrary
13
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T h e long-term impact of the immediate postwar strike wave on Japanese managers can even
be seen in the "no-layoffs" policy followed by small- and medium-sized Japanese-owned
firms in California. R u t h M i l k n a n (1991: 85-6) found few signs of lean production techniques at these companies, but she did find a firm managerial belief that "layoffs... invite
unionism" and thus should be avoided at all cost.

IV. Contradictions and Boundary Drawing
managerial commitment to the central principle of "lifetime employment"
remained strong through the 1990s. Management understood that "without it, the motivational basis of workers' and unions' cooperation would
falter" (Sako 1997: 11; cf. Pollack 1993).
In the late 1990s, faced with the limits o f t h e lean-and-mean model, U.S.
and Western European producers appeared to be moving towards a leanand-dual strategy (Kochan et al. 1997). Nevertheless, this strategy has its
own contradictions and limits. T h e strategy's success depends on the establishment of a large "buffer" made up of insecure workers in the lower-tiers
of the subcontracting system and of "part-time" and "temporary" workers in the upper-tier firms. In the case of Japan, the bottom rungs of the
multilayered subcontracting system were filled in the 1950s and 1960s by a
large reserve army of labor from the rural areas and by women. Women who tended to work prior to marriage, withdraw from the labor force, and
return on a part-time basis once the children reached school age - were
especially important in filling the part-time and temporary positions in the
large firms and in affiliated supplier firms. Often, they were the wives and
daughters of permanent male workers; hence, labor-capital contradictions
(between women workers and their employers) were mediated (and moderated) through the power relations within the family. Indeed, the incentive
to be "cooperative workers" extended to the whole family, as wives and
daughters would be held responsible for risking the "lifetime employment
security" of the family's main (male) breadwinner (Sachiko 1986; Sumiko
1986; Muto 1997: 152-4).
As Japan's rural reserves of labor dried up and the bargaining power
of the workers in the lower rungs of the subcontracting system increased
in the late 1960s, two responses by employers helped contain the inherent contradictions. On the one hand, Japan's growing wealth allowed for a
general upgrading of the labor force. Primary (and some secondary) suppliers began to resemble the main automotive assembly firms in terms of
employment security and wage levels (Smitka 1991). On die other hand,
Japanese producers moved the lower tiers of the subcontracting pyramid
to low-wage countries in east and southeast Asia in order to contain costs
and remain internationally competitive. '1 he rapid rise of the yen in the late
1980s provided a further incentive to move production to lower-cost sites
in Asia (Ozawa 1979: 76-110; Machado 1992: 174-8, Arrighi, Ikeda, and
Irwan 1993: 48-65; Steven 199?: 215).
This relocation o f t h e lower tiers o f t h e Japanese subcontracting system
to low-income countries endowed with large reserves of cheap labor has
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markets, while retaining the loyalty of their core labor force. Indeed, according to Mitsuo Ishida, in the mid 1990s, Toyota embarked on a program of
worker-friendly technological innovations designed to humanize auto work
and thereby attract and retain the loyalty of a highly skilled primary sector
workforce (1997).
Nevertheless, to the extent that labor-market dualism has taken on a
new spatial form - with the lower and higher rungs of the multilayered
subcontracting system in separate countries - the likelihood that the lower
strata will remain quiescent decreases. For one thing, the patriarchal family (with male "labor aristocrats" helping to discipline women and youth)
can no longer function as a prop of the system. And once dualism is no
longer a "family matter," its other markers - gender, nationality, citizenship, ethnicity - are likely to come to the forefront as mobilizing (rather
than demobilizing) facets of labor unrest.
Thus, both versions of lean production have contradictions and limits.
These contradictions provide an illustration at the firm and industry level of
the ongoing tension that exists between crises of profitability and crises of
legitimacy (see Chapter 1). Labor unrest pressures are pushing automakers
toward protecting a segment of their labor force from the harshest verdicts
of an unregulated world market economy- in an effort to strengthen the legitimacy of the labor-capital hierarchy. But intense competitive pressures are
creating crises of profitability that push the automakers toward cost-cutting
measures that continuously threaten the depth and breadth of those protections. Given these contradictory pressures, it is difficult to predict the
relative weight of lean-and-mean and lean-and-dual strategies in the future.
It may very well appear, in retrospect, that the lean-and-mean model has
performed the historical function of "downsizing" traditional mass producers (ranging from the U.S. Big T h r e e to China's state-owned enterprises)
to the point where the lean-and-dual model could be profitably deployed.
W h e r e the lean-and-mean model continues to predominate, we have
already suggested that the dynamic of labor militancy and capital relocation
described in Section II is likely to repeat itself. In these sites of production
(such as China and Mexico) strong workplace bargaining power and major
grievances will continue to go hand in hand (producing the Marx-type labor
unrest discussed in Chapter 1). Moreover, although autoworkers are better
paid than the national average for workers, they are still an integral part
of working-class communities, and thus are likely to play a leading role
in national labor movements similar to that played by autoworkers in the
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twentieth-century labor unrest waves described earlier. And they are also
likely to play an important role in widening and deepening processes of
democratization, as was the case in earlier waves ranging from Spain to
Brazil and South Africa to South Korea.
Yet, to the extent that the main trend in the world automobile industry is toward lean-and-dual production, then the most likely sites of future
autoworker labor unrest will be among the lower-tier workers in the subcontracting system. Yet, in these sites, strong grievances do not go hand in
hand with strong workplace bargaining power. Moreover, while upper-tier
workers are likely to have strong workplace bargaining power, they are also
likely to have fewer grievances, and at the same time they are likely to be
physically and psychically separated from lower-tier workers with greater
grievances and less structural power. And with the "leaning" of the industry,
primary-sector workers will account for a tiny fraction of the automobile
(and overall) working class. Finally, the distribution of upper- and lower-tier
(secure and insecure) workers is likely to correspond to and reinforce the
' core-periphery geographical divide as well as to overlap with differences in
ethnicity, place of residence, and citizenship - with important implications
for world labor politics.
Nevertheless, whether the lean-and-mean or lean-and-dual version
predominates in the future, globally autoworkers are unlikely to play
the central role in the world labor movement of the twenty-first century
that they played in the twentieth century. T h e automobile industry was
widely acknowledged to be the quintessential industry of the twentieth
century - the "leading sector" of capitalist development. Yet few, if any,
commentators would suggest that this will remain true in the twenty-first
century. Thus, with a few important exceptions (noted earlier), it is unlikely
that the struggles of autoworkers will have in the future the same kind of
symbolic and material impact that they have had for most of the twentieth
century.
In this chapter, we traced the trajectory of labor unrest in the world
automobile industry in the twentieth century, focusing on the interaction
between labor unrest and capitalist strategies to maintain profitability and
control through successive spatial and technological fixes. Nevertheless,
capitalist strategies to maximize profitability and control are not limited
to the geographical relocation of industrial capital or the reorganization
of existing lines of production. Capital also "goes" into new industries and
product lines in search of higher profits and greater control. If, as we have
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Labor Movements and Capital Mobilityargued, "where capital goes, conflict goes," then we might do well to look to
the new leading industries of the twenty-first century for the first rumblings
of a renewed labor movement. In other words, we should expect to see not
only a geographical shifting of conflict within industries over time (as documented in this chapter for the automobile industry) but also longer-term
inter sectoral shifts in the location of labor-capital conflict. It is this dynamic
between labor unrest and what we will call the product fix that we now turn
to in Chapter 3.
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Labor Movements and Product Cycles

In the previous chapter our analysis of world labor unrest focused on the
leading capitalist industry of the twentieth century. We followed the rise,
globalization, and transformation of the mass production automobile industry. We found a cyclical pattern of labor militancy and Capital relocation a kind of deja vu pattern in which strong labor movements emerged in each
new favored low-wage site to which the industry relocated. In other words,
spatial fixes re-created similar working classes and class conflict wherever
capital went.
In this chapter, we widen the temporal scope of the analysis. On the
one hand, we move back in time in order to compare the dynamic of the
automobile industry with that of the leading industry of the nineteenth
century - the textile industry. On the other hand, we move forward in time
in an effort to identify the leading industries of the twenty-first century and
to compare their likely dynamics with those of the past.
Two arguments are central to this chapter. The first is that the main
location of working-class formation and protest shifts within any single industry along with shifts in the geographical location of production. In other
words, we argue that a similar deja vu pattern to that which we found for the
world automobile industry can be observed also in the world tex tile industry.
Moreover, we argue that, just as labor unrest shifts from location to location
within any given industry, so the main sites of working-class formation and
protest shiftfrom industry to industry together with the rise/decline of leading
sectors of capitalist development. While the first argument above relates
to the trajectory of intra-industry working class formation and labor unrest,
the second arg ument relates to the inter-industry dynamic of working-class
formation and labor unrest.
75

Labor Movements and Product Cycles
To capture this mter-industry dynamic, we coin the term "product fix." Capitalists respond to a squeeze on profits in a given industry, with geographical relocation (a spatial fix) or process innovations (a
technological/organizational fix), but they also attempt to shift capital into
new innovative and more profitable product lines and industries. This product fix involves relocating capital from industries and product lines subject
to intense competition to new and/or less-crowded industries and product
lines. Successive new labor movements have risen (and established labor
movements declined) with these shifts.
T h e chapter introduces a critical reformulation of product cycle theory to
help link the inter- and intra-industry dynamics and to provide the foundation for a comparative analysis among the intra-industry cycles. From this
reformulated perspective, historical capitalism has been characterized by a
series of overlapping product cycles (product fixes) in which the late stages
of one product cycle overlap with the initiation of new product cycles - the
new cycle initiated almost invariably in high-income countries. Workingclass formation and protest are key processes underlying both the shifts
from phase to phase within a product cycle and the shift from one product
cycle to the next.
Spatial fixes (the geographical relocation of production, emphasized in
the original product cycle model) and technological/organizational fixes
(process innovations) combine with labor unrest in historically specific ways.
But there are also patterned variations in the way they combine, and hence in
their implications for the evolution of world labor unrest in the nineteenth,
twentieth, and twenty-first centuries. We seek to highlight these similarities
and differences as we proceed with the comparative analysis, with the goal
of being able to say something meaningful about the conditions that the
world's workers are likely to face in the twenty-first century.
We begin in Section I by reconceptualizing the story of the world automobile industry as a modified "product cycle." This becomes the foundation
for the comparative analysis with the textile industry (Section II) and emerging leading sectors of the twenty-first century (Section IV). From a microperspective, there are countless product cycles beginning/ending at any
given time. But, as already hinted at, we single out the textile and automobile industries because these industrial complexes constitute two "macro"
cycles that have been fundamental to the capitalist dynamic over the last
200 years. T h e textile complex - centered in the United Kingdom - was
the leading capitalist industry of the nineteenth century, w h a t M a r x t o o k to
be the representative example of modern industry T h e "peripheralization"
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of the textile complex in the early decades of the twentieth century coincided with the rise of an innovative mass-production automobile complex,
centered in the United States - the new leading sector, not just in economic
terms but in setting the social and cultural standards of the time. Following
this logic, the final section of the chapter seeks to identify the likely successors) of the automobile complex as leading industry of world capitalism
and to explore the implications of this shift for the bargaining power of
labor and for the future of world labor unrest.
I.

The Automobile Product Cycle

The trajectory of the automobile industry described in Chapter 2
(Section II) can be usefully reconceptualized as a product cycle, but one
in which labor unrest is a key component of the process. In the original product cycle model proposed by Raymond Vernon (1966), newly innovated
products tend to get produced in high-income countries, but as products
pass through their "life cycle," production facilities are dispersed to increasingly lower-cost (particularly lower-wage) sites of production. In the early
"innovative" stage of the product's life cycle, competitive pressures are low
and thus costs are relatively unimportant. But as products reach the stage of
"maturity" and finally "standardization," the number of actual or potential
competitors grows, as does the pressure to cut costs.
T h e trajectory of relocation described in Chapter 2 (Section II) for the
automobile industry - at least in its Fordist incarnation - broadly corresponds to a product cycle, with automobile mass production successively
being dispersed to lower-wage sites. But while product cycle theories tend
to focus on "economic" variables (e.g., competition, factor costs) as the
causes and effects of the cycle, a "social variable" - working-class formation and protest - is central to the product-cycle story we have told. 1 A
major wave of labor unrest is one of the "push" factors leading to each new
stage of production dispersal, and each new stage of production dispersal
sets off a new round of working-class formation. Thus, the automobile's
innovation life-cycle stage reached its limits with the CIO struggles m the
United States. The limits of the second mature stage were reached with
the European waves of labor unrest of the late 1960s and 1970s, and the
third stage of standardization began to reach its limits with the various
1

For a critique of the technologically deterministic and unidirectional nature of most of the
product cycle literature, see Taylor (1986).
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The automobile product life cycle and labor unrest waves.

upsurges of labor militancy in N I C sites in the 1980s and 1990s. Figure 3.1
provides a graphic depiction of labor unrest waves and capital relocation in
the automobile product life cycle.
Chapter 2 argued that geographical relocation of production in the automobile industry has not led to a race to the bottom in wages and working
conditions because, wherever the automobile industry expanded, new working classes formed, and powerful labor movements tended to emerge. In
other words, we emphasized an essentially cyclical process. Yet, the product
life-cycle literature underscores how each phase of the product cycle takes
place in an increasingly competitive environment as production disperses
geographically and as the process of production becomes more routinized.
Thus, the recurrent dynamic of labor militancy and capital relocation, described in Chapter 2, is not a simple repetition. Rather, each recurrence
unfolds in a fundamentally different competitive environment. Monopolistic windfall profits - or what Joseph Schumpeter called "spectacular prizes"
(1954: 73) - accrue to the innovator. But as we move through the stages of
the product cycle, there is a decline in the industry's profitability. Moreover,
in favoring low-wage sites for new rounds of expansion, production increasingly takes place in sites where the level of national wealth is relatively low.
These tendencies, in turn, have important implications for the outcome
of the major waves of autoworker labor unrest that we have described especially for the kind of labor-capital accords that labor movements can
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achieve and the durability of the gains made. In Chapter 2, we emphasized that each major wave of autoworker labor unrest achieved significant
victories in terms of wages, working conditions, and expansion of the legitimate arena in which trade unions could operate. Nevertheless, km the
perspective introduced here, we can also see that the early starters were
in a position to finance a more generous and stable labor-capital accord
because they were the beneficiaries of the monopolistic windfall profits
that accrued to the cycle's innovators. Thus, the windfall profits that accrued to U.S. automakers helped them underwrite a stable labor-capital
accord and mass consumption social contract that lasted for more than four
decades after the CIO struggles of the 1930s. In contrast, the lower profit
levels associated with the intense competitive pressures toward the end of
the life cycle (and the relative national poverty of the favored new sites of
production) make such social contracts increasingly difficult to sustain economically. In other words, late-developers of mass production automobile
industries have experienced the social contradictions of, capitalist development (including strong working classes) without the benefits that might
allow them to deal with those social contradictions successfully. Elsewhere,
we have labeled this phenomenon "the contradictions of semiperipheral
success" (Silver 1990; see also Arrighi 1990b).
Without stable labor-capital accords, militancy lingers, which in turn
creates a strong added motivation for further relocation of production.
Because of this, as well as the intensified competitive pressures that characterize the late stage of the product cycle, there has been a "speeding up"
of social history from one stage of the automobile life cycle to the next.
Whereas the dispersal and restructuring of production was a gradual process after the CIO struggles of the 1930s, in the increasingly competitive
environment of the 1970s and beyond, relocation/restructuring of production following upsurges of labor unrest was often rapid and devastating.
(See, for example, our discussion tn Chapter 2 of the extremely rapid collapse of employment levels in the Sao Paolo area automobile industry in
the 1980s.)
From the foregoing, we might conclude that, even though a strong raceto-the-bottom tendency did not exist in the first two stages of the product
cycle, by the end of the cycle it does indeed exist. Yet, our discussion so far
has only focused on the spatial fix. By the 1980s and 1990s, technological/
organizational fixes were at least as important in automaker strategies as the
spatial fix. Indeed, as we discussed in Chapter 2, automobile corporations'
intensive focus on pursuing process innovations fundamentally transformed
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the spatial dynamics of the automobile product cycle. The process innovations introduced in the 1980s and 1990s helped restore the competitive
position of high-wage production sites vis-a-vis low-wage areas. T h e introduction of robots and J I T production methods has pulled the rug out from
under all but the lowest-wage sites of production (e.g., China, northern
Mexico),'
This ability of high-income areas to recapture the competitive advantage
in the later stages of the product cycle is consistent with some of the elaborations of the original product-cycle model. T h e original product-cycle
model was rather unidirectional and deterministic, wherein competitive
pressures effectively drove firms to relocate (or relinquish) production to
lower-wage locations. As subsequent product-cycle formulations have emphasized, however, firms are not just passive agents but actively try to influence the pace and direction o f t h e product cycle. In the words of Ian Giddy
(1978: 92), "the product cycle pattern" is a "strategic business concept"
rather than a descriptive model of actual events. It is "a tendency of international business that can be anticipated, followed or even reversed by alert
international product managers" (see also Singleton 1997: 22; Dickerson
1991: 129-43; Taylor 1986).
In emphasizing the importance of agency in determining the trajectory
of the product cycle, however, the product-cycle literature generally fails to
make explicit the fact that not all equally alert entrepreneurs are equally well
positioned to influence the product cycle in their favor. Innovations are most
likely to take place in high-income countries. And this fact puts workers
located in high-income countries in a fundamentally different structural
position vis-a-vis their employers than workers in the same industries in
low-income countries. As a result of extensive automation and organizational innovations at the firm level, and the higher levels of national wealth
at the macro level, core regions can afford to offer high wages and "lifetime
employment," albeit to a shrinking automobile labor force. More peripheral

Firms have also attempted to divert the product cycle in their favor by seeking government
aid and tariff protection. This strategy has been extremely important both in creating new
sites of automobile industry production (import substitution industrialization) and protecting (even rejuvenating) declining sites. Indeed, the trajectory of the post-Fordist phase of the
automobile industry discussed in Chapter 2 was strongly influenced by the quotas imposed
on Japanese car imports into the United States, euphemistically called "voluntary" export
restrictions. T h e role of protection has also been central to the trajectory of the workingclass formation and labor unrest in the world textile industry. We will return to this theme
in Chapters 4 and 5.
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legions are left to compete on the basis of a more labor-intensive and laborrepressive strategy. 3
Thus, we might distinguish two different periods. In both periods there
was no significant race-to-the-bottom tendency. In the earlier period this
was due primarily to the tendency of Fordist mass production to create
new working classes and strong labor movements wherever it expanded; in
the latter period it was due primarily to process innovations and political
protection that succeeded in re-consolidating the N o r t h - S o u t h divide.
The combination of these strategies - the spatial fix and the technological/organizational fix - may be leading to the re-consolidation of
a spatially bifurcated process. On the one hand, new innovations in organization and technology, to the extent they can be monopolized by the
innovators, provide the basis for more consensual labor-capital-state social
contracts, allowing legitimacy to be combined with profitability, albeit for a
shrinking labor force. On the other hand, in poorer countries, where competitive advantage is based on a continuous drive to lower,costs, profitability
requirements lead to continuous crises of legitimacy. Finally, as we shall see
in Section IV, this bifurcation is strongly reinforced by the dynamics of the
product fix.
II.

The Textile Complex Product Cycle in Comparative Perspective

A comparison of the dynamic of labor militancy and capital relocation
in the automobile product cycle with the dynamic in the earlier textile
product cycle reveals a similar pattern whereby, wherever textile capital
went, labor-capital conflict emerged, and whenever conflict emerged, capitalists responded with spatial and technological fixes. Nevertheless, unlike the automobile industry, the world's textile workers, while extremely
militant, faced almost universal defeat. T h e r e were only two exceptions to
the chronicle of defeat. First, there were the significant victories of textile
workers in the initial site of innovation - the United Kingdom - where

3

Likewise, the ability of equally alert entrepreneurs to take advantage of protectionism (see
previous footnote) depends on the differential ability of states to impose restrictions on the
movement of people and goods across their borders - an ability that varies over space and
time. To the extent that globalization is eroding the sovereignty of peripheral states more
quickly than core states, entrepreneurs in core states are in a substantially better position to
make effective use of a protectionist strategy. We will also return to this point in Chapters 4
and 5. (On the debate over whether state sovereignty is being eroded by globalization, see
Chapter 1.)
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II. The Textile Complex Product Cycle
the monopolistic windfall profits that accrued to the innovators helped underwrite a relatively long-term, stable labor-capital accord. T h e second
e x c e p t i o n was that of textile workers involved in (and hence able to make
use of) the rising t i d e of national liberation movements in the colonial
w o r l d . This divergence between the outcomes of the struggles of textile
and autoworkers, we shall argue, can be traced to differences in the ornidation of production of the two industries and related differences in
workers' bargaining power.
Table 3.1 provides a bird's-eye view of the spatiotemporal distribution of
high points of textile and autoworkers' unrest over the period covered by the
W L G database, 1870-1996. Countries included in Table 3.1 experienced
. nificant labor unrest in those industries.' Decades in which there were
high^point waves oflabor unrest are indicated with an "X". 3 Figure 3.2 provides a graphic depiction oflabor unrest waves and capital relocation in the
textile product life cycle. In what follows, we will highlight the similarities
and differences between the dynamic of labor unrest in, the two industries
through a phase-by-phase comparison of their respective product cycles.
In both the textile and automobile product cycles, the first major successful wave oflabor unrest takes plact in the country in which the product
cycle first arose (i.e., the United Kingdom fortextiles and the United States
for automobiles). Just as autoworkers were the vanguard of the U.S. labor
movement in the mid twentieth centuiy, setting the pace for standards of
work and pay nationwide, so textile workers' unions were the strongest
unions in the United Kingdom, in the late nineteenth century.
But in both cases, strength came only after the crushing defeat of established craft-based movements. T h e major waves of labor unrest among
Lancashire textile workers in the 1810s and 1820s6 were spearheaded by
craftworkers, and were mainly aimed at blocking the introduction of new
technologies (e.g., powerlooms and self-acting mules) that eliminated their
skill-based bargaining power (Sarkar 1993: 11; Chapman 1904; Lazonick
4

6

Countries deemed to have significant labor unrest are those that account f o r at least 1 % of
t h e total W L G database mentions of labor unrest for the industry in question.
H i g h - p o i n t waves are defined as the peak year of labor unrest for the country and/or years
in which the number o f l a b o r unrest mentions is greater than 20% of total mentions for the
country. A different criterion was used f or the United Kingdom since f or the late nineteenth
century the U.K. time series is based on only one source (the N Y T Index), which is moreover
the weaker o f t h e two sources (see Appendix A). Since no year had 20% or more o f t h e total
U.K. textile mentions, the two highest years are marked.
T h e W L G data begins in the 1870s and therefore is unable to capture the defeated labor
unrest waves of the early and mid nineteenth century.
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The textile product life cycle and labor unrest waves.

1990:81; Thompson 1966). Yet, just as craftworkers' resistance in the metal
trades failed to stop the spread of automobile mass-production techniques
a century later, so these and later strikes (such as the 1842 general strike)
failed to stop the spread of mechanization and the associated decline in
wages in the textile industry.
One by-product of these defeats - in both cases - was the rise and expansion of a new category of workers who tended the machines. In the
textile industry, spinners were turned into "minders." For the first half of
the nineteenth century, the union power of this emerging group of textile
workers was "virtually nonexistent" as technological unemployment constantly re-created an ample reserve army oflabor (Lazonick 1990:90). It was
not until the 1870s that the minders were able to form an effective industrywide union and carry out a series of successful strikes between 1869 and
1875 (see Table 3.1) that led to major concessions from textile owners as
a whole. T h e Amalgamated Association of Operative Cotton Spinners and
Twiners, formed in 1870 as the mill-building boom was coming to an end,
became one of the strongest workers' organizations in Britain over the next
half century (Lazonick 1990: 103). Thus, while the process took longer in
the case of textiles, in both the automobile and textiles industries, the first
major labor victories were in the site of innovation, as the innovative phase
drew to a close.
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Moreover, in both cases, these struggles were able to obtain stable laborcapital accords that secured substantial material benefits for workers and
provided the basis for decades of relative industrial peace. T h e labor-capital
accord forged out of the U.S. labor movements of the 1930s and 1940s
lasted into the 1970s. Likewise, the Lancashire struggles of the 1870s led
to the emergence of widely recognized wage lists that lasted f o r decades.
"Through the stipulation of wage lists, the minders were able to share in
value gains derived from longer and faster mules as well as from increased
effort. Backed by union power to enforce stipulated piece-rate agreements,
the minders could work harder to increase their earnings without fear that
rates would be reduced" (Lazonick 1990: 113; also see Cohen 1990 for
contrast with the United States).
T h e ability of both textile and auto workers to make substantial and
durable gains at the end of the innovation phase suggests that the monopolistic windfall profits reaped by the innovator in any given product cycle
also creates favorable conditions (at least the material resources) for stable
labor-capital compromises. Yet, as in the automobile industry, so in textiles, once the labor movement made a show of force, capitalists responded
with a spatial-fix strategy that accelerated the diffusion of production to
new sites, initiating the mature phase of the industry. Nonetheless, there
were substantial differences between the two industries in the nature of the
geographical diffusion of production. Diffusion was far more widespread in
the mature phase of the textile industry than it was in an analogous (or even
later) phase of the automobile industry product cycle. Whereas automobile
mass production was largely limited to high-income countries in the 1950s
and 1960s, 7 by the 1890s, there was significant mechanized textile production not just in the United States and continental Europe but also in India,
China, and Japan.
T h e greater geographical spread of mechanized textile production was
rooted in a number of differences between the textile and automobile industries, T h e barriers to entry into textiles were comparatively low. Start-up
costs in terms of fixed capital were relatively small. Small firms could be
competitive as economies of scale in textile production were relatively insignificant, and the necessary standardized machinery was easily available
for import. Moreover, whereas in the 1920s and 1930s there was not yet

T h e only exception was a handful of large middle-income countries that experienced some
ISI-oriented growth, although this production was neither competitive on world markets
nor amounted to a significant percentage of total world production.
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a mass market for automobiles in Western Europe, in the late nineteenth
century even poor countries had a mass consumer market for the textile industry's output, thus making import substitution strategies widely feasible.
Last but not least, while mechanized textile production was new with the
Industrial Revolution, textile production itself had been widespread since
pre-modern times. Many of the countries that quickly adopted the new
mechanized forms had a long proto-industrial history of texti le production
and, in many cases (most notably India and China), had been out-competing
European textile producers. Indeed, Britain's textile industry took off only
after it was protected from the fl ood of inexpensive and high-quality goods
exported from India in the eighteenth century. Thus, areas with a long
tradition of textile production had the means and motivation to respond
to the onslaught of cheap British imports with local import-substituting
production. This, combined with spatial-fix strategies pursued by British
textile manufacturers, resulted in the wide and rapid spread of the industry.
In at least one instance - New England - the expansion of mechanized
textile production and working-class formation had a direct relational qonnection to the dynamics of labor-capital conflict in the Lancashire textile
industry. T h e migration of both entrepreneurs and skilled workers from the
Lancashire area was critical to the growth and evolution ofthe N e w England
textile industry, leading to an initial replication of patterns of labor-capital
conflict (although not outcomes). Mule spinners in the northeastern textile
workforce were overwhelmingly skilled workers who had emigrated from
textile regions in th e United Kingdom, bringing with them a strong union
tradition. Some of these immigrants had been blacklisted or locked out at
home f o r union activity; most were assisted by their unions to emigrate as
part of a conscious union policy to reduce the size of the reserve army of
labor in Lancashire (Cohen 1990: 140--4). While these immigrant workers
never achieved the levels of control that their counterparts in Lancashire
had, they nevertheless held up Lancashire as the standard f o r labor-capital
relations in textiles. In an effort to reach that standard, they frequently
struck over issues of craft control and wages. T h e bitterest disputes took
place in Fall River - "the Manchester of America" - in the same decades
that major disputes took place in Lancashire.But in contrast to the disputes
in Lancashire, "every strike in Fall River result[ed] in a complete victory of
capital over labor" (Cohen 1990: 116-17).
Nevertheless, there were some significant victories in N e w England,
such as the 1912 strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, which helped make
the 1910s a high-point decade for textile labor unrest in the United States
86

l i p
II.

The Textile

Complex

Product Cycle

; s e e Table 3.1). Such victories, together with the disruption to production
about by frequent defeated strike outbreaks, led capital to reduce its
dependence on this workforce. T h e mule spinners, in particular, produced
a n essential input (yarn) for a whole range of textile activities. As Isaac
Cohen (1990: 127) pointed out, since the mules supply the necessary yarn,
"a general mule spinners' stoppage, whether in Lancashire or Fall River,
would sooner or later put out of employment the weavers, dressers, calico
printers, and preparatory workers; in short, the entire mill work force."
Thus, U.S. textile firms, already in the late nineteenth century, began to
pursue a combined strategy of spatial and technological fixes in an effort
to resolve their labor-control problems. Employers aggressively replaced
mule-spinning machinery with ring-spinning machinery during and after
the 1870s strikes. Ring spinning was a machine-tending job filled by unorganized women and youth. Fall River manufacturers were aware that
this transformation from mule spinning to ring spinning would eventually,
as one manufacturer put it, leave "high and dry" (unemployed) the mule
spinners "that cause all the trouble" (quoted in Cohen 1990: 131). Indeed,
manufacturers openly threatened the union, suggesting that an "unwise
use of [their] power" would inevitably hasten the replacement of mules by
rings. Between 1879 and 1904, they proceeded to reduce the proportion
of mule spindles in Fall River from 73 percent to 24 percent of the total
number of spinning machines. Correspondingly, the total number of mule
spinners employed in Fall River declined from 1,000 in 1879 to 3 50 in 1909
(Cohen 1990: 133).
At the same time an aggressive mill-building program (with ringspinning technology) was begun in the U.S. South. T h e value of the textile
industry's output in the South rose from about $13 million in 1880 to
$85 million by the turn of the century, leaping to over $800 million in the
1920s and 1930s. By 1930 the value of Southern output was more than
double the value of Northern output ($874 million versus $369 million)
(Kane 1988; Sarkar 1993: 16). T h e Southern expansion was the combined result of the agency of Northern capitalists seeking a spatial fix to
their labor/profitability troubles, and of Southern elites seeking a new economic basis for their social and political power in the post-Civil War South
through investment in textile manufacturing (Wood 1991).
T h e U.S. South was but one of many rapidly expanding major textile
centers in the late nineteenth pentury that were the combined result of
import substitution strategies and capital relocation strategies. By the turn
of the century, there would be numerous major textile-producing centers
brought
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around the world - many of which boasted far cheaper labor than could be
found in Lanchashire or New England.
In the case of India, local merchants were the key agents in the initial
growth of the mechanized cotton textile industry. In Bombay - where the
industry was concentrated - the first mechanized cotton textile mill opened
in 1856. By 1860, a Bombay newspaper boasted: "Bombay has long been
the Liverpool of the East, and she has now become the Manchester also"
(quoted in Morris 1965: 18). While this was quite a bit of hyperbole (there
were only six mills open by that year), the cotton textile industry in Bombay
proceeded to grow rapidly in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Already in 1862, British observer R. M. Martin expressed concern
that "even the present generation may witness the Lancashire manufacturer beaten by his Hindu competitor" (quoted m Morris 1965: 25). In
1900, the number of mills built m Bombay reached 86, and the number
and size of mills continued to expand rapidly until the early 1920s (Morris
1965: 27-8; see also Chandavarkar 1994).
In Japan, mechanized cotton textile production began to expand rapidly
in the 1880s, once the Meiii government made it a priority. By the end of
the 1880s, there were thirty-four cotton-spinning firms including ten that
owned more than 18,000 spindles apiece (Tsurums 1990: 35-6, 104). By
1890, Japan was an exporter of cotton textile products, and the industry
continued to expand rapidly into the 1930s. One indication of this expansion is the average annual importation and consumption of raw cotton,
which increased from 1 kiloton in 1860-79 to 294 kilotons in 1900-19 to
665 kilotons in 1920-1939. Moreover, Japan's share in world exports of
textiles and clothing rose from 2 percent in 1899 to 22 percent by 1937
(Park and Anderson 1992: 2 3, 2 5).
In China, foreign direct investment contributed to the expansion of the
textile industry in the late nineteenth century. It was no secret that this
foreign direct investment was motivated by access to "cheap" and "submissive" labor. T h e Blackburn mission, sent from Great Britain to Shanghai in
1896, warned of a looming threat to British textile exports and suggested
what amounted to a spatial fix for Lancashire's labor problems:
Comparing this Oriental labour and our own, there is on the one hand, cheap,
plentiful, submissive, capable labour, plus the best machinery we can give it; on
the other hand, dear, dictating and exacting labour, plus the same machinery. Can
anyone call these equal conditions? Are they not in favour of the Shanghai capitalist,
who can see that his money will be more profitably employed by utilising this labour
than by selling English piece goods. (Quoted in Honig 1986: 16)

88

II. The Textile Complex Product Cycle
In 1895 and 1896, British firms opened large mills in Shanghai (shortly
after the 1895 treaty opened the city to foreign direct investment). These
were followed a year later by German and American firms. Japanese foreign direct investment expanded rapidly after 1911. During the First World
War - with imports of cotton textiles cut off - several major Chinese families opened large mills and became major textile industrialists. By 1929,
there were 61 spinning mills employing 110,882 workers and 405 weaving
enterprises employing 29,244 workers (Honig 1986: 16-17, 24-5).
By the 1920s, this globalization of mechanized textile production had
generated intense competitive pressures worldwide. And as was'done by
automobile producers when faced with analogous competitive pressures in
the 1970s, textile industrialists sought to rationalize production and cut
costs, which, in turn, unleashed a major world-scale wave of textile worker
labor unrest in the 1920s and 1930s. As in the case of the automobile industry, intense labor-capital conflict arose in response to these rationalization
efforts at the end of the mature phase. But the wider spread of the textile
industry resulted in a wider spread of labor-capital conflict. Whereas major
labor unrest at the end of the automobile's mature phase - the late 1960s
and early 1970s - was largely a core (Western European) phenomenon,
the mature phase of the textile complex ended with a virtually worldwide
wave of labor unrest in the 1920s and 1930s. T h e location of massive textile workers' strikes ranged from Manchester to Bombay, Gastonia (North
Carolina) and Shanghai (see Table 3.1).
This greater spread of textile workers' unrest in the mature phase of
the textile complex should not be construed as a sign of greater bargaining
power. On the contrary, the militancy of textile workers is not in doubt indeed, Kerr and Siegel (1964) classified textile workers' propensity to strike
as medium-high, second only to miners and maritime/longshoremen - but
the success of their protests was less in evidence. In contrast to the stunning
victories of the late 1960s and early 1970s labor upsurges in the automobile
industry, textile militancy in the 1920s and 1930s led almost universally to
defeat. Even in the United Kingdom, the bastion of textile worker strength,
the 1920s and 1930s were decades of defeat. 8 To be sure, the social contracts that autoworker militancy won in the late 1960s were short-lived
(overturned by the 1980s) relative to the four-decades-long social contract
8

T h e general strike of 1926 was followed by five major textile strikes. Of the 30 million days
lost in strikes from 1927 to 1933, over 18 million were accounted for by the five national
textile strikes (Singleton 1990; Sarkar 1993: 14).
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that emerged from the U.S. CIO struggles of the 1930s. Nevertheless, in
comparison with the results of textile militancy at an analogous stage in the
complex's product cycle, the gains were impressive.
Particularly telling in this respect was the fate of the major wave of labor unrest among textile workers in the U.S.

