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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 Per-
spective," was a first attempt at understanding how outcomes for different 
national labor movements are linked to each other by world-economic pro-
cesses, 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 acknowl-
edging 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 Mark 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 (WLG) 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 Foun-
dation (Zurich), provided important spurts of material and moral support 
at crucial moments in the project. 

Dur ing 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). This 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 Hui . 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. 
The 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 dis-
tinctive social formation we term 'working class.'" With "post-industrial 
society," the "workers to whose struggles we owe the 'rights of labor' are 
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Introduction 

rapidly disappearing and today constitute a residual endangered species" 
(1995: 28). Similarly, Manuel Castells argued that the dawn of the "Infor-
mation 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 fu-
ture - the source of a new "project identity" aimed at rebuilding the social in-
stitutions 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 Organiza-
tion 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 AFL-CIO (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. 
New 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 poten-
tially the first sign of an impending major earthquake of mass labor insur-
gency. For others, it was likely to remain too weak and scattered to affect 
the much more powerful, disorganizing forces of globalization, 

1 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). 
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II. The Present and Future of Labor 

Which of these divergent expectations about the future of labor move-
ments 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 contempo-
rary 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 dy-
namics, 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 unambigu-
ous 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 hy-
permobility of productive capital in the late twentieth century has cre-
ated a single labor market in which all the world's workers are forced to 
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compete. By moving (or just threatening to move) production "halfway 
around the world," claimed Jay Mazur (2000: 89), multinational corpo-
rations 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 bot-
tom" 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' liveli-
hoods 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, in-
cluding 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 pro-
cess, 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 the crisis of labor movements em-
phasizes recent transformations in the organization of production and labor 
process, rather than the impact of capital mobility. These transformations 
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(or "process innovations") are widely seen as having undermined the tra-
ditional 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 sys tem. . . 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" sys-
tem or to perish in the competitive struggle. As a result of these trans-
formations, 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. There are, that is, alterna-
tive 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 high-
wage to low-wage areas in search of cheap labor. Contrary to this view, 
however, a recent United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) 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 FDI flows went to 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 (UNCTAD 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 la-
bor economic "miracles" of the 1970s and 1980s - ranging from Spain 
and Brazil to South Africa and South Korea - each created new, strategi-
cally located working classes, which in turn produced powerful new labor 
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movements rooted in expanding mass production industries. These labor 
movements were not only successful in improving wages and working con-
ditions; 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 impor-
tance 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 de-
pendent 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 ob-
servers 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 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 global-
ization (especially T I N A - Margaret Thatcher's "there is no alternative") 
is a purposefully created shield guarding governments and corporations 
from political responsibility for policies that favor the massive redistribu-
tion 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 labor-
friendly 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 world-
wide 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 ne-
glected sovereign powers, that is, to intrude purposefully in the marketplace 
and impose some rules on behalf of society." Government efforts to reg-
ulate the international flow of capital as a way of policing terrorist money 
inevitably raises doubts about why analogous efforts are deemed impos-
sible for 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 

Whether 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 im-
mediate 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 world-
historical 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 long-
running situation of weak or nonexistent sovereignty (from colonialism to 
neocolonialism to globalization). This, in turn, has important implications 
for 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 in-
ternationalism 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. With 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 be-
coming increasingly irrelevant (Harris 1987; Hoogvelt 1997; Burbach and 
Robinson 1999; Held et al. 1999; Hardt and Negri 2000). A single ho-
mogeneous world working class with similar (and unpalatable) conditions 

4 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 for-
itself.. .pursuing a class project of capitalist globalization." The "transna-
tional 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 an t i -WTO (World Trade Organization) 
demonstrations in Seattle in November 1999, saw these demonstrations 
as the first signs of just such an emerging new labor internationalism. Ac-
cording 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 ALF-CIO International Affairs 
Committee) maintained tha t " [t]he divide is not between Nor th 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 multi-
national corporate employer. The 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 suffer-
ing 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 WTO) , then labor politics 
must also move to the supranational level. 

Despite these arguments, caution is nonetheless required before con-
cluding 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 
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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 propor-
tion 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 na-
tional product (GNP) per capita of Thi rd 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 (calcu-
lated 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 ac-
tual 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 for labor movements. Seen from this point of view, the 
worker-citizens of these powerful states would appear to be positioned dif-
ferently 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 worker-
citizens 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 inter-
preted the demonstrations, not as evidence of a new labor internationalism, 
but rather as the expression of a national-protectionist agenda on the part 
of Nor thern labor in alliance with Nor thern governments.5' In the weeks 
leading up to the W T O meetings, Third World countries passed a unan-
imous 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 erect-
ing barriers to the entry of Thi rd World exports into the wealthy coun-
tries - "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 de-
bate 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 contra-
dictory 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 The 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 admin-
istration'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 inter-
imperialist rivalries and warfare in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, as workers became increasingly important (industrial and battle-
front) cogs in the war machines. Over the course of the first half of the 
twentieth century, as workers used this enhanced bargaining power in mil-
itant 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 flourish-
ing 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 North-South divide. For even if (some) states have the power to im-
plement "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 re-
spond) 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. Labor Unrest in World-Historical Perspective: A Conceptual 
and Theoretical Framework 

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, con-
trast, consists of the power that accrues to workers "simply from their 
location. . . in the economic system." Wright further divides "structural" 
power into two subtypes. The first subtype of structural power (which we 
shall call marketplace bargaining power) is the power that "results directly 
from nght labor markets." The 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 ter-
minal 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 con-
cepts, 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 associa-
tional 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 col-
lectively 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 mar-
ketplace and associational bargaining power, related "post-Fordist" trans-
formations in the organization of production and labor process are widely 
seen as having undermined labor's workplace bargaining power.Thus, sub-
contracting 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 pro-
duction. 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 (includ-
ing the assembly line) tended to decrease labor's marketplace bargaining 
power by homogenizing and deskiliing industrial work and by making it 

14 



HI. Labor .Unrest in World-Historical Perspective 

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 lev-
els. 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 cor-
poration, 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 dis-
ruption 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 work-
ers 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 concentra-
tion/centralization of production and labor's bargaining power than that more commonly 
emphasized in the Marxist literature (e.g., Wright 1997). The latter tends to emphasize 
the effect of the concentration and centralization of capital on the associational bargaining 
power ofworkers. That 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 transfor-
mations 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 partic-
ular, 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) pu 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. Wha t globalization has done more than anything else, they argued, 
is to "puncture this century-old belief in worker power" and to create a dis-
cursive 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 move-
ments. In different ways, both contended that labor is a "fictitious com-
modity" and any attempt to treat human beings as a commodity "like any 
other" would necessarily lead to deeply felt grievances and resistance. Nev-
ertheless, 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 as-
sumed (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 re-
production). 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 insur-
ance, 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 to-
ward the commodification of labor, it provokes strong countermovements 
demanding protection. Thus, the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century globalization of markets produced a strong countermovement from 
workers and other social groups (see Chapter 4). In response to rising la-
bor 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. The establishment of national and international social com-
pacts 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 
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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 foun-
dation 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 pro-
vokes resistance in part because it overturns established and widely accepted 
social compacts on the right to livelihood - in other words, it is in part fu-
eled 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 iden-
tifying 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. To-
ward the end of Volume I of Capital, for example, Marx described how the 
advance of capitalism leads not onlyr to misery, degradation, and exploita-
tion 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-. "The 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. The 

' * This conclusion is somewhat muted by Polanyi's analysis of the 1930s, which also sug-
gests 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 prod-
ucts" (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 prole-
tarianization necessarily leads to class consciousness and (successful) revo-
lutionary 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. The 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 resis-
tance 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 orga-
nization 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. 

The 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 nineteenth-
century 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 
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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 histor-
ical 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. 

This temporal dynamic is deeply intertwined with a spatial dynamic. In 
other words, the periodic oscillation over time between phases tending to-
ward 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." That 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 Thi rd 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 dis-
cursive promises that were made to globalize mass consumption American-
style 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. 

More 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. How - 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 
invisible12 (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 organiza-
tions; they constructed "skill itself'' through "exclusive apprenticeships." Moreover, it was 
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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 in-
struments 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 com-
pelling 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 will-
ingly 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 for claims 
for protection from the maelstrom,13 

Whenever faced with the predisposition of capital to treat labor as an undiffer-
entiated mass with no individuality other than a differential capability to aug-
ment 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 cap-
ital some kind of special treatment. As a consequence, patriarchalism, racism, 

"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). 

3 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. 
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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 work-
ers 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 no-
tion 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 reaf-
firm old ones. The 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 citi-
zens 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 engulf-
ing 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 con-
veyer belts between urban activism and rural discontent." They "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 poli-
cies. 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." This boundary-
drawing 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 intercon-
nected forms: segmenting labor markets (pursued mainly by capital), 
bounding citizenship (pursued mainly by states), and constructing ex-
clusionary 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. Who uses bound-
ary 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 analy-
sis. 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 so-
cial contracts are most likely to attempt to contest and break down existing 

14 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 exclusion-
ary/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 move-
ments 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 reemer-
gence 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 contem-
porary dynamics with analogous dynamics of past historical periods. Thus, 
the book reaches back in time in search of patterns of recurrence and evo-
lution, so as to be able to isolate what, if anything, is truly novel about the 
situation currently facing labor movements. 

T h e justification for widening the geographical scope of the analysis be-
yond 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 la-
bor 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 geographi-
cal range of locally consequential social interactions" (Tilly 1995), then, 
as many argue, the current period of globalization is not the first such 
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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 agree-
ment 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 soci-
eties 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 mas-
sive global labor migration of that period,16 This migration played a ma-
jor 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 in-
terconnectedness 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. 
These 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 For a sample of the debate, see Tilly (1995), Wallerstein (1979), Gills and Frank (1992), 
Chase-Dunn (1989), and O'Rourke and Williamson (1999). 

16 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 method-
ological literature on diffusion. The 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 dis-
ease" (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 internation-
alism (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 re-
spond 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 industrializa-
tion 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. The spread of labor movement ideologies and practices as work-
ers 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. The comparative-
historical 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 so-
called master narrative) as the standard against which all actual historical ex-
periences 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 of the 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 tex-
tile 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. 
The "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, simi-
larity/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 strat-
egy 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 world-
historical 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). Encom-
passing 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 cri-
tique of the comparative-national approach from a world-systems perspective, see Hopkins 
(1982b). 

29 



J 
Introduction 

location in the system. The larger system has a steamroller-like quality, 
transforming social relations at the local level along a theoretically expected 
path.19 

The strength of this perspective is that it emphasizes the very real con-
straints 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 situ-
ation 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 ini-
tial mental map because they themselves are constructed, and this pro-
cess of construction is itself a critical part of the story of working-class 
formation. 

Thus , while keeping in focus the real systemic constraints that the to-
tality imposes on local actors, this study cannot adopt the "encompass-
ing 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 concep-
tualization 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 un-
derstand 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," ac-
cording 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 This approach has led to complaints from otherwise sympathetic scholars that "world-
systems 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). 

20 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 treat-
ing 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 complex-
ity in the study of macro-historical social change (i.e., encompassing com-
parison and cross-national comparative research), the problem of managing 
the complexity of the analysis remains. A first complexity-reduction strat-
egy 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/class-
for-itself "master narrative," Katznelson and Zolberg (1986: 14-21) dis-
tinguish 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 pri-
marily 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 sidestep-
ping a whole range of issues that have been the subject of ongoing trench 

then become the explicandum of a multidimensional causal "story" (see Hopkins 1982a: 32; 
Danto 1965: 237). 

21 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 "environ-
mental 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 empha-
size 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 histor-
ical 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 pres-
ence 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 pos-
sible 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 some-
thing 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 struc-
tural 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 un-
rest 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 - Japan24 - 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 cross-
national differences often prove less than compelling. 

22 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. 

23 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." 

24 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' bar-
gaining 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 at-
tempted 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 Our 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 globaliza-
tion). 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 under-
stand 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 em-
pirical 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 poten-
tially 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. 
The empirical map allows us to "lump" and "split" cases as a tactic for un-
covering patterns; the latter will be explained through the construction of 
relational narratives. The empirical map, successively drawn in the follow-
ing chapters, is based on a new data source on labor unrest that covers the 
world for the entire twentieth century - the World Labor Group (WLG) 
database - to which we now turn. 

26 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, and /or . . . at 
least some of the parties employ innovative collective action." 

27 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. 
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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. The picture must be of sufficient 
historical and geographical scope to allow for an examination of the poten-
tial 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 ge-
ographical 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. Fur-
thermore, 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 politi-
cal 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 demonstra-
tions, riots, and factory occupations. Anonymous or hidden forms of strug-
gle such as undeclared slowdowns, absenteeism, and sabotage are especially 
significant in situations where strikes are illegal and open confrontation 
difficult or impossible. 

Th i s book relies on a new database specifically designed to overcome the 
geographical (core-centric), temporal (short-term), and action-type (strike-
oriented) limitations of previously existing data sources on labor unrest. 
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The World Labor Group database was specifically designed for the kind of 
dynamic global analyses of labor unrest carried out in this book."5 Build-
ing 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 1870-
1996 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 de-
veloped practice in the social sciences. Existing studies have used infor-
mation gleaned from local/national newspapers to measure occurrences of 
local/national protest. T h e WLG's goal, however, was to construct reli-
able 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 re-
trieved from different national sources into a single world indicator. The 
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 information-
collecting capabilities throughout the twentieth century. As a result, ge-
ographical 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 alter-
native sources. Third, while the reporting of both newspapers can be ex-
pected to be global, both are also likely to show regional biases in favor 
of areas that have been historically considered special spheres of influ-
ence or interest (e.g., South Asia and Australia for The Times [London] 

28 T h e results of the first phase of the project were published in Silver, Arrighi, and Dubofsky 
•,1995). 
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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 overwhelm-
ing 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 col-
lection 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 com-
modity, 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 de-
signed 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 world-
scale 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 twentieth-
century 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 For extensive reliability studies on the World Labor Group database, see Silver etal. (1995). 
30 This reliability in identifying turning-point waves of unrest is tied to the particular charac-

teristics of newspapers as a source for sociohistorical data. That 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. 
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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 introduc-
ing 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 prof-
itability 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: for capitalists at-
tempt to increase profits and control not only by moving to new geo-
graphical 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 cen-
turies. 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 embed-
ded in the dynamics of state formation, interstate conflict, and world war. 
Indeed, the most striking feature of the overall time series of twentieth-
century labor unrest derived from the W L G database is the strong interre-
lationship 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 
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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 of labor movements. 
In the process, we also return in Chapter 5 to the debates with which we 
began this chapter. 
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Labor Movements and Capital Mobility 

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. The 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 re-
create 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 cap-
ital relocation thus paints a far more ambiguous picture than that sug-
gested 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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The analysis presented in the first two sections of the chapter empha-
sizes 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 la-
bor 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. Dis-
carding their early attempts at vertical integration, Japanese automobile 
producers established a multilayered subcontracting system that simulta-
neously allowed them to guarantee employment to (and establish coop-
erative relations with) a core labor force, while obtaining low-cost inputs 
and flexibility from the lower rungs of the supply network. This combi-
nation not only allowed Japan to escape the kind of labor unrest experi-
enced by all the other major producers but also allowed Japanese corpora-
tions 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 pro-
ducers 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 under-
mined (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 ab-
sent. 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 capi-
tal 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 auto-
mobile 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. World-Histm ical Patterns of Labor Militancy 
in the Automobile Industry 

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 North America in the 1930s and 
1940s to northwestern (and then southern) Europe in the 1960s and 1970s 

1930 1940 1950 19,60 1970 1980 1990 

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 North 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 Nor th 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 share2 takes place in the 1970s, rising from 2% in the 1950s to 
10% in the 1960s to 32% in the 1970s. The last major shift is the increase 
in the aggregate for 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 au-
toworker militancy, identifying "high points" of autoworker labor unrest for 
eleven countries where autoworker militancy has been a significant social 
phenomenon.5 , 

The 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 narra-
tive, these labor unrest waves - taking place in vastly different cultural-
political settings and world-historical periods - share amazingly similar 
characteristics. They burst on the scene with a suddenness and strength 

1 The 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. 

2 Argentina is included in the southern European aggregate for reasons explained in 
Footnote 5. 

3 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.) 

4 Japan does not make it into the list of countries with auKworker unrest waves singled out 
for analysis in Table 2.1. The 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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that was unexpected by contemporaries. They rapidly achieved major vic-
tories, 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 vul-
nerability of the industry's complex technical division of labor to workers' 
direct action at the point ofproduction. In all cases, the workforces were pre-
dominantly 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 for 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. 
The recurrence of this form (and its success) can be tied to autowork-
ers' strong workplace bargaining power. The complex technical division 
of labor characteristic of mass production in the automobile industry in-
creases 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 pro-
motion 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 bar-
gaining 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 rela-
tionully 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. The upshot has been a trajectory from the 1930s through the 
1990s during which automobile mass-production techniques and a charac-
teristic 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 No . 1 and No. 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 ca-
pitulate 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 un-
employment (i.e., weak market-based bargaining power) and feeble labor 
organization (i.e., weak associational power). 

A key to the UAWs 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 lan t . . . catalyzed pro-union sentiment among 
the vast majority of apathetic workers" (Dubofsky and Van Tine 1977: 255). 
The 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 oc-
cupation could paralyze the corporation. With the occupation o f the Fisher 
Body plants and the Flint plant that produced the bulk of Chevrolet's en-
gines, autoworkers succeeded in crippling General Motors' car production. 
The 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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abandon its uncompromisingly anti-union stance and negotiate a contract 
with the UAW 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 (late-
twentieth-century) phase of globalization. Indeed, "avoiding concentra-
tions of militant workers influenced locational decisions even in the early 
days of the automotive industry." Among the many reasons why the auto-
mobile industry had concentrated in the Detroit area in the early twenti-
eth 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 auto-
motive production from a skilled to an unskilled occupation, the open shop 
concept . . . had become strongly entrenched in Detroit and the automotive 
industry in particular" (Rubenstein 1992: 234-5). 

With the success of the UAW, relocation of production away from UAW 
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 con-
vertibility, U.S. multinationals (including U.S. automakers) flooded Europe 
with investments. 

For several decades following the CIO victories, three employer re-
sponses - relocation of production (disinvestment in union strongholds), 
process innovations (mainly automation), and "political exchange" (the pro-
motion of "responsible" unionism and the repression of "irresponsible" 
unionism) - progressively undermined the structural strength of U.S. labor 
in general, and autoworkers in particular. When a new upsurge in rank-and-
file unrest at the end of the 1960s (symbolized by the "Lordstown Blues") 
pushed the UAW 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 pur-
sued geographical relocation and automation of production with a new-
found 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 agree-
ment with GM extended to all the Southern plants. In this confrontation, 
the UAW once again exploited the autoworkers' position within a complex 
division of labor: by striking at seven strategically located plants, the UAW 
could credibly threaten to shut down production of the company's two best-
selling models. With the extension of UAW contracts to all Southern plants, 
the U.S. South lost its main appeal (Rubenstein 1992: 240-1). The automo-
bile 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 produc-
tion. 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. The barriers to intra-
European 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 work-
place bargaining power of European workers was relatively weak in the in-
terwar period. Associational power, in contrast, was relatively strong in the 
years immediately following the First World War. But, although militant 

49 



Labor Movements and Capital Mobility-

labor movements and left political parties surged, and in some cases ob-
tained major workplace and electoral victories, by the mid-1920s, most of 
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 rein-
vigorated employer offensive successfully blocked the implementation of 
national collective bargaining agreements. Within two years, the substan-
tial wage gains achieved throughMatignon were wiped out by inflation; and 
within three years Confederation Generale du "Travail (CGT) membership 
fell to around a quarter o f the 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 work-
ers 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 as-
sociational 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 of the Atlantic began to converge. The 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. The 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). 

The 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 be-
tween 1952 and 1956 to enlarge its Luton plant and build a new factory at 
Dunstable. Likewise, in the 1950s, Ford rapidly expanded its Dagenham fa-
cility 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 ex-
perienced 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 in-
dustry created a new semiskilled working class composed of recently pro-
letarianized 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 gen-
eration 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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assignments was unchallenged in the automobile factories. But in both cases, 
the second generation became the backbone of militant struggles that suc-
ceeded in radically transforming relationships within the factory and within 
society. 

The late-1960s Western European strike waves caught unions, manage-
ment, 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 them-
selves. 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 expan-
sion of the role of unions and workers' control on the shopfloor and an 
unprecedented explosion of wages in the 1970s. Major limits on manage-
ment 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 ex-
ercise of what had heretofore been fundamental managerial prerogatives: 
for example, assigning work tasks, loads, and speed; changing the organi-
zation 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: 29-
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 immi-
grant labor (including Italian and Spanish workers), while the southwest-
ern 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 autowork-
ers' struggles as part of broader struggles for economic and political de-
mocratization. In both cases, as in the case of the so-called NICs (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). 

The 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 CIO victories of the 1930s and 1940s. "Process 
innovations" (including the rapid robotization of labor-intensive tasks), at-
tempts to promote "responsible unionism," and the relocation of produc-
tion 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 roboti-
zation projects were emphasized, including the complete automation of 
engine assembly (Volpato 1987: 218). 

The 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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automation and rationalization that reduced the number of employees from 
140,000 to 90,000 (Rollier 1986: 117, 129). The 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 pre-
cisely 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 repres-
sive 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 

The 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 The 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 (import-
substitution-industrialization) in the 1950s and 1960s. The 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 attrac-
tiveness as an alternative site for investenent. 
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The rapid expansion of manufacturing in general, and the automo-
bile industry in particular, created a new working class: new^ in size and 
in experience. From 1970 to 1980, employment in manufacturing dou-
bled (Humphrey 1987: 120). In the industrial suburb of Sao Bernardo do 
Campo where the automobile industry concentrated, the number of work-
ers 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 work-
ing 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 the 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 ma-
chines. 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). The strikes resulted 
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in major worker victories, including substantial wage increases and the 
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. 

The automobile multinationals did not accept this defeat and carried on 
a battle to repress strikes and eliminate the unions from the plants. They 
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 con-
frontations 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 union-
ization, 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 (VW) 
held out longer, but by 1982 VW was forced to recognize the indepen-
dent 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 effec-
tively nullified the IMF-inspired government anti-inflation plan (Moreira-
Alves 1989: 67). T h e new union movement also took an active role in 
pushing for a broader democratization, especially with regard to the provi-
sions 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 provi-
sions 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 ex-
isting 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 invest-
ment 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 flow-
ing into the Brazilian automobile industry. But the expansions being car-
ried 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, member-
ship 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. The strength of national libera-
tion 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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by the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU). However, for-
eign investment boomed in the late sixties, after the Nationalist government 
showed that it could successfully smash the opposition and, moreover, in-
stitute 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) 

From 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). The 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 chang-
ing 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 in-
creases; membership in the newly formed (illegal) Black trade unions mush-
roomed. 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 ad-
vised 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 union-
ization 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 gov-
ernment 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. The 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 of the 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 bar-
gaining power was most visible in the automobile industry, whose workers 
formed the frontline of the industrial class battle in the early 1980s.' Indeed, 
between 1979 and early 1986, strikes in the South African metal and au-
tomobile sectors accounted for 30 percent of person-days lost to industrial 
action (Seidman 1994: 37). While some strikes were large-scale conflicts in-
volving 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 be-
cause of the latter's strategic location within the factory's division of labor, 
the entire plant was forced to shut down for 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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The strike movement was all the more impressive because it took place 
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 mili-
tancy. 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). 

The 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 union-
bashing 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 pro-
duced 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 en-
listing 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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0f 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 mili-
tancy, 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 con-
ditions 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 conglom-
erates that had been given governmental permission to produce auto-
mobiles (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 for GM's worldwide 
operations. In 1986, Ford paid U.S.$30 million for a 10 percent share-
holding in Kia and opened a Korean branch office of Ford International 
Business Development in order to develop sources of automotive com-
ponents in South Korea (Gwynne 1991: 73-4). By the 1980s, "an indus-
trial 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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new workers recruited from all over the country" (Vogel and Lindauer 1997: 
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. . . . The 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." 
The accompanying article was entitled "South Korean Company Agrees to 
Recognize Union." 

The initial workers' victories were rapid and dramatic, leading to the es-
tablishment 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 man-
agement 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. "Management . . . 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 ac-
tivity in 1987, cracked down on labor unrest in 1989-90. Unions were 
resisted through "bad faith" collective bargaining, repression of labor ac-
tivists (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 equip-
ment. Hyundai Motors' hardline position was aggravating "other subjective 
or less easily quantifiable problems" (Rodgers 1996:116, see also Kirk 1994: 
257,262). 

One 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 au-
tomobile 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 expan-
sion" (Johnson 1997: 14). 

Despite rising wages and endemic labor unrest, the Korean conglom-
erates (although not their multinational partners) continued to expand 
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automobile production in Korea. While capacity utilization was hurt by 
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). 

The overambitious nature of these plans was revealed by the Asian fi-
nancial 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 under-
mined 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 indica-
tions that employers are finally reconciling themselves to institutionalizing 
trade unions and collective bargaining. Moreover, because of the undemo-
cratic 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 for "the 
interests of the people in general," taking the leadership role in the broader 
struggle for 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 The 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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Recent trends might be interpreted as the beginnings of yet another new 
cycle of spatial relocation and militancy. The world's major automobile pro-
ducers 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 estab-
lish 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 produc-
tion 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). The pro-
portion 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 GM,Ci t roen, 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, per-
versely, 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. 
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and capital relocation. The 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 mil-
itancy and relocation - that is, as mass-production unions have been under-
mined 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 witness-
ing 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 Brazil-
ian 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 phe-
nomenal 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. The result, it is widely argued, has been a fundamental 
transformation of the nature of labor-capital relations within the automo-
bile industry. 

The 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 lower-
wage areas in East and Southeast Asia (see discussion that follows). And in 

11 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). 
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response to rising protectionist measures in the West (most notably the open 
or tacit imposition of "voluntary" export restrictions), they expanded rapidly 
in North 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). 

The Japanese automakers brought to these sites many of the organiza-
tional 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 orga-
nizational 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. Tha 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. corpora-
tions have generally taken the lean-and-mean road, as have Japanese p ro4 
ducers operating in Southeast Asia and Latin America. Deyo (1996a: 9) 
argued that "authoritarian politics and repressive labor regimes" are char-
acteristic 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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1996: 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). Like-
wise, Japanese transnationals in Mexico are employing traditional Fordist 
techniques; they have found it "economically rational to place a heavier em-
phasis 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 pro-
duction 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 labor-
capital conflict has remained largely the same as in the traditional Fordist 
model. Thus, where quality circles have been implemented without con-
comitant employment security guarantees, they have failed to succeed in 
eliciting workers' cooperation. Mitsubishi's Thai 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. That 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 Nor th 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 Nor th 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 strug-
gles 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 cor-
porations produce new militant labor movements at each new site of rapid 
expansion is likely to continue. > 

[V. Boundary Drawing and the Contradictions 
ofLean-and-Dual Production 

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 perfor-
mance, 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 charac-
terized by flexibility, problem solving, and motivation, which lean practices 
have been designed to encourage." Yet, in firms and plants where lean pro-
duction practices were introduced together with considerable downsizing1 

and/or layoffs, the "behavioral and motivational benefits" of lean practices! 
were undermined. They 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 for 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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period and the 1970s. The attempted postwar take-off of the Japanese au-
tomobile 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 con-
straints, 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 multilay-
ered 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, The organizational innovations 
of the 1970s (lean production), which helped the Japanese automobile in-
dustry 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 hap-
pen 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 secu-
rity 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 em-
ployment" 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 The 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. Ru thMi lknan (1991: 85-6) found few signs of lean production tech-
niques at these companies, but she did find a firm managerial belief that "layoffs.. . invite 
unionism" and thus should be avoided at all cost. 
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managerial commitment to the central principle of "lifetime employment" 
remained strong through the 1990s. Management understood that "with-
out 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 of the lean-and-mean model, U.S. 
and Western European producers appeared to be moving towards a lean-
and-dual strategy (Kochan et al. 1997). Nevertheless, this strategy has its 
own contradictions and limits. The strategy's success depends on the estab-
lishment of a large "buffer" made up of insecure workers in the lower-tiers 
of the subcontracting system and of "part-time" and "temporary" work-
ers 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 moder-
ated) 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 inher-
ent contradictions. On the one hand, Japan's growing wealth allowed for a 
general upgrading of the labor force. Primary (and some secondary) sup-
pliers 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 he 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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enabled Japanese automakers to reproduce their compeitiveness in global 
markets, while retaining the loyalty of their core labor force. Indeed, accord-
ing 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 fam-
ily (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, citizen-
ship, 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 legit-
imacy 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 pro-
tections. 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 produc-
ers (ranging from the U.S. Big Three to China's state-owned enterprises) 
to the point where the lean-and-dual model could be profitably deployed. 

Where 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 indus-
try 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 sub-
contracting 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. The 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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argued, "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 doc-
umented 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 indus-
try. 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 in-
dustry 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 shift from 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. 
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To capture this mter-industry dynamic, we coin the term "prod-
uct fix." Capitalists respond to a squeeze on profits in a given indus-
try, 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 prod-
uct 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 founda-
tion 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. Working-
class 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 auto-
mobile industry as a modified "product cycle." This becomes the foundation 
for the comparative analysis with the textile industry (Section II) and emerg-
ing leading sectors of the twenty-first century (Section IV). From a micro-
perspective, there are countless product cycles beginning/ending at any 
given time. But, as already hinted at, we single out the textile and automo-
bile industries because these industrial complexes constitute two "macro" 
cycles that have been fundamental to the capitalist dynamic over the last 
200 years. The textile complex - centered in the United Kingdom - was 
the leading capitalist industry of the nineteenth century, whatMarxtook to 
be the representative example of modern industry The "peripheralization" 
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of the textile complex in the early decades of the twentieth century coin-
cided 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 suc-
cessors) 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 prod-
uct 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 increas-
ingly 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 corre-
sponds 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 forma-
tion 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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Innovation Phase Mature Phase Standardization Phase 

Assembly-
Line at 
Ford 
1 9 1 3 - 1 4 

U.S. 
CIO Strikes 
1 9 3 6 - 7 

Resurgence of Brazil 
Class Conflict South Africa 
in Western 
Europe 

South China? 
Korea 

1 9 6 8 - 7 3 

Figure 3.1. 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 au-
tomobile industry has not led to a race to the bottom in wages and working 
conditions because, wherever the automobile industry expanded, new work-
ing 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, de-
scribed in Chapter 2, is not a simple repetition. Rather, each recurrence 
unfolds in a fundamentally different competitive environment. Monopolis-
tic 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 increas-
ingly 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 empha-
sized that each major wave of autoworker labor unrest achieved significant 
victories in terms of wages, working conditions, and expansion of the legit-
imate 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 ac-
crued 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 eco-
nomically. In other words, late-developers of mass production automobile 
industries have experienced the social contradictions of, capitalist develop-
ment (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 char-
acterize 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 pro-
cess after the CIO struggles of the 1930s, in the increasingly competitive 
environment of the 1970s and beyond, relocation/restructuring of produc-
tion following upsurges of labor unrest was often rapid and devastating. 
(See, for example, our discussion tn Chapter 2 of the extremely rapid col-
lapse of employment levels in the Sao Paolo area automobile industry in 
the 1980s.) 

From the foregoing, we might conclude that, even though a strong race-
to-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 inno-
vations 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 intro-
duction 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 elab-
orations 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 em-
phasized, however, firms are not just passive agents but actively try to influ-
ence the pace and direction o f the 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 inter-
national 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 organiza-
tional 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 protect-
ing (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 working-
class 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 labor-
repressive 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 North-South divide. 

The combination of these strategies - the spatial fix and the tech-
nological/organizational fix - may be leading to the re-consolidation of 
a spatially bifurcated process. On the one hand, new innovations in or-
ganization 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 com-
petitive 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, cap-
italists responded with spatial and technological fixes. Nevertheless, un-
like the automobile industry, the world's textile workers, while extremely 
militant, faced almost universal defeat. There 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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the monopolistic windfall profits that accrued to the innovators helped un-
derwrite 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 or-

nidation 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 
WLG 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 pro-
vides 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 suc-
cessful 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 es-
tablished 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 Countries deemed to have significant labor unrest are those that account fo r at least 1 % of 
the total W L G database mentions of labor unrest for the industry in question. 
High-point waves are defined as the peak year of labor unrest for the country and/or years 
in which the number of labor 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. 

6 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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Innovation Phase Mature Phase Standardization Phase 

1810s 
Powerloom 

1870s 1900s & 1910s 1920s & 1930s 
Lancashire ( n = l a n d n = 2) Worldwide 

1950s 
Residual Waves 
Ranging from 
Core to Peripheral Sites 
(n = 4) 

Strikes Wave of Tex tile 
Labor Unrest 
(n = 5 and n = 8) 

(n=l) 

(n - number of high-point waves in decade) 

Figure 3.2. 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 ex-
pansion 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 con-
stantly 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 industry-
wide 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 labor-
capital accords that secured substantial material benefits for workers and 
provided the basis for decades of relative industrial peace. The 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 for 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). 

The ability of both textile and auto workers to make substantial and 
durable gains at the end of the innovation phase suggests that the monop-
olistic 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 tex-
tiles, 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 produc-
tion not just in the United States and continental Europe but also in India, 
China, and Japan. 

The greater geographical spread of mechanized textile production was 
rooted in a number of differences between the textile and automobile indus-
tries, 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 in-
significant, and the necessary standardized machinery was easily available 
for import. Moreover, whereas in the 1920s and 1930s there was not yet 

The 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 in-
dustry'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 qon-
nection 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 New 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 for 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 for labor-capital 
relations in textiles. In an effort to reach that standard, they frequently 
struck over issues of craft control and wages. The 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 New 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 
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; see Table 3.1). Such victories, together with the disruption to production 
b r o u g h t about by frequent defeated strike outbreaks, led capital to reduce its 
dependence on this workforce. The mule spinners, in particular, produced 
an 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 un-
organized 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 ring-
spinning technology) was begun in the U.S. South. The 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). The Southern expansion was the com-
bined result of the agency of Northern capitalists seeking a spatial fix to 
their labor/profitability troubles, and of Southern elites seeking a new eco-
nomic 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 
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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 cen-
tury. Already in 1862, British observer R. M. Mart in expressed concern 
that "even the present generation may witness the Lancashire manufac-
turer 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 expan-
sion 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 "submis-
sive" labor. The 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) 
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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 for-
eign direct investment expanded rapidly after 1911. During the First World 
War - with imports of cotton textiles cut off - several major Chinese fam-
ilies 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 indus-
try, 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 tex-
tile 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 con-
tracts that autoworker militancy won in the late 1960s were short-lived 
(overturned by the 1980s) relative to the four-decades-long social contract 

8 The 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 la-
bor unrest among textile workers in the U.S. South, including a general 
strike in 1934 - just two years before the flood of CIO victories in the auto 
industry. Although hard-fought, these strikes "were uniformly failures" in-
cluding the 1934 general strike - the largest single strike in U.S. history -
which culminated in a "crushing defeat" for labor (Truchil 1988: 94-103; 
Irons 2000). Striking textile workers in the northeastern United States fared 
slightly better in the same period due to their stronger associational bar-
gaining power and the related more favorable political climate. However, 
these gains only strengthened the ongoing trend toward the relocation of 
U.S. textile capital to the South (Truchil 1988: 102-3). 

Textile workers' successes in the industry's mature phase were almost 
exclusively limited to places where they could draw on the support of 
growing nationalist movements. In India, the post-World War I wave of 
strikes in the Bombay textile industry, including the general strikes m 1919 
and 1920, occurred at a time of prosperity for the industry and growing 
nationalist agitation. Their outcome was certainly not a clear-cut defeat, 
and in some ways it could be interpreted as a victory. By the mid 1920s, 
prosperity had turned to intense competition, and null owners sought to 
lower wages, cut employment, and speed up work. These efforts were met 
with violent strikes in 1924 and 1934. Again, the outcome was far from a 
clear-cut defeat. Increasingly, the nationalist leaders sought to incorporate 
workers' struggles within the nationalist movement. Moreover, the link be-
tween Britain's policy of keeping the Indian market open to Lancashire 
textile exports and their own wage/employment difficulties was sufficient 
to induce Indian workers to join various nationalist campaigns (Chan-
davarkar 1994), With the Indian Congress Party's rise to power in Bombay 
province in 1937, the process of rationalization was increasingly mediated 
by the government, which sought to coopt both workers and industrialists. 
Initially, Congress worked through an alliance with communist and socialist 
trade unions. In 1945, however, with independence in sight, a Congress-
controlled union was formed, the R M M S (Rashtriya Mill Mazdoor Sangh). 
By 1951, the RMMS had become the dominant trade union in the 
Bombay textile industry, and was able to effectively channel workers' protest 
into official government-sanctioned channels (Morris 1965: 191-5; Sarkar 
1993: 28). 
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In China, textile worker unrest was also intimately tied to the nationalist 
movement'. These links at first strengthened the movement, but they also 
left it vulnerable to major shifts in the political wind. T h e cotton textile 
workers were swept up in the wave of unrest known as the May Thirteenth 
]Vlovement of 1925. The movement began when a cotton mill worker was 
shot and killed by Japanese guards at a Japanese-owned mill. The inci-
d e n t triggered massive student demonstrations against foreign control in 
Shanghai, which were heavily repressed by foreign police forces. On 
May 31, 1925, in response to the killing of demonstrators, the Chinese 
General Chamber of Commerce declared a strike of workers, students, 
and merchants. The strikers' demands ranged from establishing Chinese 
control over the police in Shanghai and representation on the Municipal 
Council to improving labor conditions in Shanghai's factories. Strike activ-
ity, particularly in Shanghai's cotton mills, continued with increasing inten-
sity under the direction of the Shanghai General Union. A general strike was 
mobilized in February 1927 and was successful in establishing a provisional 
municipal government in Chinese-controlled Zhabei. Chiang Kai-shek, 
leading his National Revolutionary Army, was able to enter Shanghai at 
the end of March without firing a single shot. Textile workers were able, at 
least for a time, to gain increases in wages and union recognition (Chesneaux 
1968; Honig 1986). But the Chinese experience also shows the vulnerability 
of workers' movements dependent for their gains on associational bargain-
ing power based on cross-class alliances with political movements. The tex-
tile workers' vulnerability to shifts in the political wind became clear when, 
on April 12, Chiang's soldiers, assisted by armed members of the (Mafia-like) 
Green Gang, launched a coup that devastated the labor movement and 
inaugurated the period known as the White Terror (Honig 1986: 27). 

In sum, a comparison of labor unrest in the textile and auto industries 
through their respective mature phases reveals important analogies as well 
as differences. In both industries, spatial fixes to local crises of profitabil-
ity and control were driven not just by intercapitalist competition but by 
labor unrest as well. Moreover, in both industries, spatial fixes only suc-
ceeded in a spatiotemporal "rescheduling" of profitability and control crises, 
while making them progressively more difficult to resolve through stable 
labor-capital accords. 

We have nonetheless noted two important differences between the pro-
cess of intra-industry diffusion of labor unrest in the two industries. First, 
the geographical spread of high-point waves of labor unrest in the mature 
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| 
phase of the product cycle was much greater in the textile industry than in 
the automobile industry. Thus, as can be seen from a comparison of ma-
ture phases in Table 3.1, twelve countries experienced high points of labor 
unrest in the textile industry in the 1920s and 1930s compared to only five 
countries in the automobile industry in the 1960s and 1970s. Second, as de-
scribed in the preceding narrative, the overall success of workers' struggles 
in winning concessions from capital was greater in the auto industry than 
in the textile industry. This difference in overall success is likely related to 
a third difference visible in Table 3.1 - the greater likelihood of repeated 
high points of labor unrest in any given country in the textile industry.9 

This, in turn, raises questions about the relationship between the strength 
of workers' bargaining power and the militancy of workers - a question to 
which we will return later. 

The difference in the overall success rate of labor unrest can be traced in 
large part to differences in the way the two industries are organized and the 
resulting differential impact on workers' bargaining power. We have already 
discussed some of these organizational differences in relation to the greater 
geographical spread of textile production. We now turn to their implications 
for labor's bargaining power - workplace bargaining power, in particular. 
The workplace bargaining power of textile workers was significantly weaker 
than that of automobile workers. The disruptive power that continuous flow 
production puts in the hands of workers was largely absent in textiles. In 
contrast to the vertical integration and continuous flow production that 
characterized Fordist mass production, the textile industry was vertically 
disintegrated, and the labor process was divided into discrete phases. The 
work of one spinner/weaver did not require the completion of tasks by 
another spinner/weaver, and thus the collateral damage that could be caused 
by a work stoppage by only a few textile workers was minimal. One or more 
machines in a factory could be stopped without slowing down or disrupting 
the use of the remaining machines. Each machine could be operated (and 
each machine minder could work) independently of the other machines 
(and workers) - an organizational impossibility in the automobile industry 
and other continuous flow industries.10 Moreover, because firms were small 
in size and production was vertically disintegrated, less fixed capital was 

9 Thus, whereas Italy is the only country to register more than one high-point wave of unrest 
in the automobile industry, five countries did so for the textile industry. 

10 See Cohen (1990) on U.S. textile strikes in which the owners were able to keep ring 
production going despite a fall strike of the mule spinners. 
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idled by a strike in a single firm, and the damage done had no significant 
impact on the industry or region as a whole, ! ! 

This relatively weak workplace bargaining power o f textile workers was 
generally not counterbalanced by a strong marketplace bargaining power 
b a s e d on scarce skills. Even for the Lancashire workers who operated the 
self-acting mules, craft status was more a construction based on union power 
than an actual monopoly over scarce skills. Moreover, the trend was toward 
a continual reduction of skill levels. If the self-acting mule required less 
skill than the common mule it replaced, ring spinning required even less 
experience and strength. 

To be sure, the marketplace bargaining power of autoworkers based on 
scarce skills was probably no greater than that of textile workers. But the 
overall market-based bargaining power of textile workers was nonetheless 
weaker. First, there tended to be a much larger pool of surplus labor 
flooding textile industry labor markets as machine production displaced 
a large number of nonmachine producers - something^that did not occur 
with automobiles, given that it was essentially a new industry. Second, the 
rise and spread of the textile industry occurred in a period characterized by 
widespread disruption of subsistence activities, leading to the continuous 
re-creation of freshly proletarianized labor in need of a wage in order to 
survive. Third , low barriers to entry led to the successive rise of new, lower-
cost competitors, and a chronic tendency toward overproduction crises. 
The result was tremendous employment instability in any given textile 
community. Fourth, this cyclical drag on labor's marketplace bargaining 
power was reinforced by the periodic bouts of unemployment created by 
technological changes. Finally, the lower fixed capital requirements m^de 
relocation of production to new sites (as spatial fix or import substitution 
policy) easier and more profitable for textile firms, thus enlarging the 

'1 In some ways, the workplace bargaining power situation of textile workers is analogous to 
that wielded by workers in supplier industries in the post-Fordist automobile industry. As 
we already noted in Chapter 2, subcontracting and just-in-time production has made auto 
assemblers vulnerable to the disruption of the flow of parts from their supplier networks. 
Likewise, because yarn is an essential input in a wide range of occupations, a complete and 
general strike in spinning could create substantial disruptions downstream. But given the 
fact that textile workers were operating in the context of an industry characterized by thou-
sands of small firms, each owned by a different employer, organizing such a complete and 
general strike presupposed strong associational (trade union) power. Even in this analog;', 
autoworkers would need less compensating associational power than textile workers be-
cause the post-Fordist supply chain in automobiles m a y b e m o s t accurately characterized as 
a "one to few" relationship among firms in comparison to the "many to many" relationship 
that characterized textiles (cf. Gereffi 1994). 
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potential labor pool of the employer and farther undermining the 
marketplace bargaining power of workers in textile communities. 

Given the weak structural bargaining power of textile workers, it should 
not be surprising that associational power turned out to be an essential 
ingredient in those workers' victories described earlier. T h e victories of 
British textile workers in the late nineteenth century were based on solid 
trade union organizations that could organize and finance long region-wide 
general strikes as well as the emigration of surplus workers. As previously 
noted, however, British textile workers had advantages not shared by other 
textile workers. In particular, as the site of innovation (while it lasted), 
British firms were in a position to pay their workers a premium. In turn, 
this further strengthened both the organizational capacities of the British 
textile unions, as they relied on the financial backing of their own membership, 
allowing them to defend gains through a series of economic downturns.12 

Likewise, strong associational power in the form o f cross-cla ss alliances built 
around the national liberation struggles (while such alliances lasted) were 
critical to the workers' victories achieved in China and India. Nevertheless, 
these were the exceptional cases; more commonly, associational power was 
not sufficiently strong to compensate for the weak structural power of textile 
workers. 

T h e end of the textile industry's mature phase corresponds to the world-
wide upsurge of textile labor unrest in the 1920s and 1930s, just as the 
automobile industry's mature phase ended with the late 1960s and early 
1970s-auto strike waves. In both the textile and automobile industries, the 
heightened labor militancy and intercapitalist competition that marked the 
end of the mature phase led entrepreneurs to redouble their efforts to im-
plement spatial and technological fixes, with contradictory results. On the 
one hand, the spatial fix of the standardization phase contributed to the 
further peripheralization of production. On the other hand, the technolog-
ical fix of this phase contributed to a partial restoration of the competitive 
position of high-wage sites of production based on extensive automation.1 ' 

For an emphasis on the extent (and specificity) of U.K. minders' shopfloor control as a 
basis of their strong trade union power, see Lazonick (1990: Chapter 3). Moreover, in 
Britain, much more than elsewhere, the industry was made up of small family firms. As a 
result, individual employers had fewer resources to deploy in a struggle with their workers, 
providing a further incentive to seeking industrial peace through the creation of a "labor 
aristocracy." 

13 As in the case of automobiles, the retention of significant production in high-wage areas in 
the standardization phase was in large part due to protectionism (see Footnote 2 for this 
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The combined outcome of these fixes was a rapid decline in the size of 
the labor forces employed in core locales, a further decrease in the mar-
ketplace bargaining power of the remaining (largely peripheral) workforce, 
and a correspond ing waning of labor unrest. For the textile industry, as can 
be seen from Table 3.1, the W L G database registers some "residual" high-
point waves of labor unrest in the 1950s, predominantly in very peripheral 
locales, followed by the disappearance of textile labor unrest waves suffi-
ciently strong to reach our threshold criteria.14 It is too soon to tell whether 
the automobile industry will follow an analogous trajectory. On the one 
hand, if labor unrest in the automobile standardization phase is following 
the same trajectory as that of the textile industry, we might interpret the 
high-point waves of the late 1970s and 1980s shown in Table 3.1 as the last 
gasps of a "residual" autoworker labor unrest. On the other hand, given the 
relatively strong workplace bargaining power of autoworkers, even in the 
standardization phase, powerful waves of labor unrest are still likely in 
the new sites of auto industry expansion (most notabjy in China). More-
over, given the size and global political-economic importance of China, 
we may witness not just the "last gasps" of "residual" autoworker labor 
unrest but rather autoworker labor unrest high points of world-historical 
significance. 

So far our focus has been on a phase-by-phase comparison of the intra-
industry dynamic of labor unrest in the textile and automobile product 
cycles. Yet the rise/decline of labor unrest m the textile and automobile 
product cycles are not just two instances of an independent phenomenon; 
rather these two trajectories are themselves interrelated through an inter-
industry dynamic that we call the product fix. From this perspective, the 
textile and automobile product cycles overlapped and influenced each other. 

chapter). In the United States, unions combined forces with textile manufacturers to lobby 
for protectionist legislation in the hope of slowing the decline in textile employment. "Buy ' 
American" campaigns - picked up by the autoworkers' union - had been initiated by the 
textile and garment workers' unions. Nevertheless, the protectionist legislation also had 
the unintended consequence of prompting textile/automobile producers subject to export 
quotas to relocate production to even lower-wage geographical areas that had not yet filled 
their quotas, thereby further intensifying competitive pressures. The recurrence of this 
dynamic is particularly striking in the case of Japan, which, in response to export quotas, 
first relocated textile production to lower-wage sites in Asia in the 193 0s and then relocated 
automobile production to lower-wage sites in Asia in the 1980s. 

14 As we shall see when we widen the angle of vision to include world politics in Chapter 4, 
the postwar decline in textile labor unrest is also in part traceable to the fundamentally 
different world political circumstances that characterized the textile industry's mature and 
standardization phases. 
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As the textile industry reached the end of its mature phase (and labor unrest 
and competitive pressures escalated), capital moved into new and innova-
tive product lines less subject to labor unrest and competitive pressures, 
including the automobile industry. And, as the textile industry entered the 
standardization phase and the automobile industry entered its own mature 
phase, high-point waves of textile labor unrest disappeared while high-point 
waves of auto labor unrest spread. This shift over time in the industrial epi-
center of labor unrest can be seen in Table 3.1. 

Thus, if we look at the two product cycles as a single interconnected 
phenomenon, we can see that the cyclical rise and demise of labor unrest 
within each leading industry of world capitalist development is embedded 
in a shift in labor unrest between industries as new product cycles emerge. 
Moreover, the shift from textiles to automobiles as the leading industry 
of world capitalism in the twentieth century also involved a fundamental 
transformation in the dynamics of labor unrest. As we have argued here, 
the structural bargaining power of workers in the new leading industry 
(automobiles) was far greater than that of workers in the old leading in-
dustry (textiles). T h e workplace bargaining power of autoworkers has been 
stronger as the industry has been more vulnerable to workers' disruptions 
at the point of production. And the marketplace bargaining power of au-
toworkers has been stronger as a result of the fact that the industry is less 
easy to relocate geographically than textile production. 

T h e greater bargaining power of autoworkers was associated with far 
more successful outcomes to their struggles. However, it was not associ-
ated with greater levels of militancy per se. Indeed, from a simple count 
of the number of high-point waves of labor unrest in Table 3.1, we would 
conclude that the militancy of textile workers was greater than the militancy 
of automobile workers. Such an inverse relationship between militancy and 
bargaining power might be linked to the differential response of employ-
ers to structurally strong/weak labor movements. It is indeed reasonable to 
assume that, ceteris paribus, the greater capital's vulnerability to workers' 
direct action and the more limited the options of capital for pursuing a 
spatial-fix solution, the more employers would feel compelled to accom-
modate workers' demands and grievances. Such accommodation, in turn, 
would decrease workers' incentive for repeated militant action.1" 

15 This inverse relationship between militancy and bargaining power was observed at various 
points in the preceding narrative. Deyo (1989: 79-81) also pointed it out in his discussion 
of the South Korean labor movement. Female textile workers have been among the most 
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In sum, the overall dynamic of world labor unrest has been embed-
ded in the rise/decline of product cycles and the attendant shifts in the 
degree/nature of workers' bargaining power.16 It follows that an under-
standing of the present and future dynamics of labor unrest requires an 
investigation of the most likely successor(s) of the automobile complex as 
the leading industry of world capitalism as well as the nature of work-
ers' bargaining power therein. Before we turn to this investigation in 
Section IV let us briefly digress to discuss a central part of the process 
of production that has been hidden from view by our focus on man-
ufacturing, but that is nevertheless crucial for understanding the (past, 
present, and future) dynamics of world working-class formation and labor 
unrest. 

III. Cycles, Fixes, and Transportation Industry Labor Unrest 

Transportation industries "sell change of location" as their product (Harvey 
1999: 376). T h e textile and automobile industries (indeed, all manufactur-
ing) depend upon transportation systems at several "moments" in their 
production processes - acquisition of inputs (including getting workers to 
the workplace), moving intermediate products from one production site to 
the next, and bringing the final product to the market. Historically, rapid ex-
pansions in manufacturing output in any particular location have depended 
on the development of new transportation and communication networks 
for the distribution of goods and the acquisition of raw materials (Riddle 
1986: 3, 7, 33, 37-8; Hartwell 1973: 373).17 

Given this centra]lty of transport systems to historical capitalism, our 
theoretical framework would lead us to expect transportation labor unrest to 
account for a significant proportion of total labor unrest throughout the his-
torical period covered by the W L G database. Moreover, just as we found 
shifts in the epicenter of labor unrest within manufacturing (i.e., from tex -
tiles to automobiles), so we should expect to find similar labor unrest shifts 

militant workers in that country in the 1970s and 1980s; in fact, they are markedly more 
militant than automobile workers. Yet, the gains made by automobile (and other heavy 
industry) workers were far greater. (See Chapter 2 on the gains of the South Korean 
autoworkers.) 

16 This argument will be developed furtherwhen we introduce the dynamics of world politics 
into our analysis in Chapter 4. 

17 See Ciccantell and Bunker (1998) for a conceptualization of transport from a world-systems 
perspective. 
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Figure 3.3. World labor unrest by industry, 1870-1996. 
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within transportation corresponding to shifts in the relative importance of 
different modes of transportation.18 

T h e W L G data bear out both expectations. As can be seen from 
Figure 3.3, labor unrest in transportation has accounted for a large pro-
portion of labor unrest - an average of 3 5 % of the total industry-specific 
mentions from 1870 to 1996. As such, transportation labor unrest is the 
largest category, surpassing even manufacturing (which accounts for 21% 
of total industry-specific mentions over the entire time period) and mining 
(which accounts for 18%).19 Indeed, the percentage of total labor unrest 
accounted for by transportation workers surpasses all other categories in 
every decade except three: the 1870s and 1930s when manufacturing takes 

18 The same argument about centrality (and shifts) could be made with respect to energy 
industries, and hence about the expected centrality of workers in coal, oil, and other en-
ergy sectors for world working-class formation and labor unrest. We will not attempt 
such an analysis here, but see Podobnik (2000) for a study of the relationship between 
labor/social unrest and historical transformations in world energy regimes, especially coal 
and oil. 

19 Within mining, coal mining is by far the most important category. For an analysis of the 
pattern of world labor unrest in coal mining using W L G data, see Podobnik (2000). 
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Figure 3.4. Labor unrestshifts within transportation, 1870-1996. 
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the lead and the 1990s when the aggregate service category jumps into the 
lead.20 

Moreover, as can be seen from Figure 3.4, which charts the distribu-
tion of labor unrest for three major transportation subsectors, there has 
been a shift in the overall weight of labor unrest within transportation 
over the course of the twentieth century. T h e shift is most dramatic for 
shipping/docks in relation to aviation. Labor unrest among ship and dock-
workers accounts for 52 % of the total transportation labor unrest mentions 
over the entire 1870 to 1996 period, whereas the corresponding figure for 
railroad and aviation workers is 35% and 13%, respectively. Yet by the 
1970s, the relative weight of labor unrest mentions in aviation was 42%, 
surpassing the 35% registered for docking/shipping in the 1970s. More-
over, the rise of aviation labor unrest relative to docking/shipping con-
tinued into the 1980s (55% aviation, 24% docking/shipping) and 1990s 
(63% aviation, 7% docking/shipping). A similar, though less dramatic 

20 T h e steady increase in the overall weight o f the aggregate service category from the 1960s 
(to be discussed in more detail later) produces the steady relative decline in transportation 
labor unrest over the same period visible in Figure 3.3. 
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relative decline in railroad labor unrest is also visible with the percent-
age of mentions declining from an average of 43% in the first half of 
the twentieth century to an average of 25% in the second half of the 
century. 

Transport workers have possessed and continue to possess relatively 
strong workplace bargaining power. This is especially clear after we con-
ceptualize their workplace as the entire distribution network in which they 
are enmeshed. Thus, the source of their workplace bargaining power often 
is to be found less in the direct impact of their actions on their immediate 
(often public) employers and more on the upstream/downstream impact of 
the failure to deliver goods, services, and people to their destination. T h e 
"relative fortunes of capitalists in different locations" are greatly impacted 
by the development of new transportation networks (Harvey 1999: 378), 
as well as by the disruption of existing transportation networks, including 
disruptions caused by workers' struggles. 

Moreover, in transportation industries, it is not easy to devise (much less 
practically carry out) spatial fixes as counterweights to labor's strong work-
place bargaining power. Particularly troublesome nodes might be elimi-
nated entirely from the distribution network - that is, unruly or otherwise 
unprofitable nodes can be cut off from networks of trade and production. 
But the upstream and downstream ramifications for all other industries 
of such a spatial fix in transportation makes it a heavy-handed solution at 
best (especially if the region as a whole to be cut off is not plagued by 
generalized problems of profitability and control). Moreover, "roads, rail-
ways, canals, airports, etc., cannot be moved without the value embodied in 
them being lost," creating the paradoxical situation whereby the mobility 
of capital requires relatively immobile investments in the transportation 
industries (Harvey 1999: 380). Thus, the disincentives to geographical re-
location facing the transportation industries are on average significantly 
higher than the deterrents facixig even the most capital-intensive manufac-
turing industries. Indeed, the fact that the reports of transportation workers' 
unrest in the W L G database are consistently spread widely across the globe 
throughout the 1870-1996 period suggests that spatial fixes have not been 
the main response to transport worker unrest.21 

'1 The wide geographical spread of transportation labor unrest can be seen from the following 
comparison. Whereas eleven countries met the 1 percent threshold that we have been 
using to identify significant sites of labor unrest for automobiles, and fifteen countries 
met that threshold for textiles, twenty-seven different countries met the threshold for the 
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Technological fixes have, on the other hand, been far more significant 
in the arsenal of employer responses to transportation worker labor un-
rest. T h e most widely studied case is that of containerization and dock 
automation in the shipping industry. These process innovations dramati-
cally downsized the historically militant dock labor force in the second half 
of the twentieth century and in large part account f or the dramatic decline in 
labor unrest mentions discussed earlier. Where substantial transformations 
in the transport labor process have been less forthcoming, product fixes 
have been the more prominent response. Thus, for example, railroads and 
railroad workers have come under increasing competitive pressure from 
new alternatives: trucking and aviation for cargo and the automobile and 
aviation for passengers. 

Finally, the role played by state regulation has been far more central 
and direct in the dynamics of transportation labor unrest than in other in-
dustries. The importance of smoothly functioning transportation systems 
to capital accumulation - combined with the strong wprkplace bargaining 
power of transportation workers and the limited scope for spatial fixes -
helps explain why states have felt it necessary to intervene extensively and 
precociously in transport industry labor unrest. For example, railroad work-
ers, in country after country, were among the first to gain legal rights (e.g., 
legalization of trade unions). Simultaneously with the adoption of these 
new rights, however, laws that restricted their activities (e.g., the outlawing 
of strikes) were also passed. 

For manufacturing industries, we made the argument that as the prod-
uct cycle advances, competitive pressures increase; thus, late industrializ-
ers have fewer resources with which to accommodate labor unrest. For 
transportation industries, in contrast, different parts of a (railroad, airline) 
network are not: in direct competition with each other (or the nature of 
that competition is exceedingly complex), and thus our product-cycle argu-; 
ments seem far less relevant for explaining spatially differentiated outcomes 
to labor unrest in transportation. 1'hus, we might also expect outcomes to 
labor unrest in transportation to be less spatially differentiated along core-
periphery lines than outcomes to labor unrest in manufacturing. Moreover, 
this combination of less direct competition and less spatial differentiation 
among workers may mean that the material basis of labor internationalism 

three transport subsectors (seventeen in railroads, twenty in docking/shipping, seventeen 
in aviation). 
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is stronger among transport workers than among workers in manufacturing 
industries. 

In line with this expectation are the emergent international pilot 
alliances - an unexpected side effect of the late 1990s and early 2000s 
trend among major airlines to set up global alliances sharing routes, air-
planes, and marketing. Pilots in each of the major airline alliances have set 
up their own corresponding pilot alliances (e.g., the Star Alliance Pilots 
for the United Airlines-led Star Alliance). These pilot alliances are quite 
active. T h e Oneworld Cockpit Crew Coalition encompassing pilots from 
the American Airlines/British Airlines-led Oneworld Alliance, for example, 
held a meeting in Miami in 2001 in which pilots from American Airlines' 
union shared information and discussed union strategy in solidarity with 
pilots from Lan Chile and Aer Lingus. For airline executives, this interna-
tional solidarity among airline pilots is a "world-wide trend" that is "very 
worrying" (Michaels 2001: 23, 28). 

So far we have emphasized similarities among the transportation indus-
tries. But what are the implications of the shifts (or product fixes) within 
transportation for the contemporary dynamics of labor unrest? T h e in-
creasingly dense networks of trade and production created by the latest 
round of globalization mean that transportation workers are at least as cen-
tral to processes of capital accumulation as they were in the past. Moreover, 
there is no reason to think that the workplace bargaining power of aviation 
workers is any less strong than that of dock/shipping or railroads workers -
indeed, it may well be greater, especially with respect to its potential impact 
on global networks. Yet, aviation workers have been less militant on average 
than railroad or dock/shipping workers.23 As we shall argue in Chapter 4, 
this is in part traceable to the different world-political contexts in which 
labor movements were operating in the 1920s, 1950s, and 1970s - the peak 

2 The only caveat relates to the central role of the state (as employer and/or conflict mediator) 
in transportation industries. Assuming that governments of wealthier countries have more 
material resources (larger tax base) with which to mediate conflict than governments of 
poorer countries, divergent outcomes to labor unrest are to be expected. Nevertheless, this 
is a different dynamic than that of direct competition among differently located factories 
(and workers) and hence poses fewer barriers to cross-border cooperation and solidarity. 

23 Because it is difficult to conceptualize meaningfully a product cycle in the transportation 
industries, it is also difficult to single out comparable periods (e.g., mature phases). If we 
compare the peak labor unrest decade for the three transport subsectors, we find the lowest 
levels oflabor unrest for aviation. Thus, while dock/shipping labor unrest peaks at 1,887 
mentions in the 1950s and railroad labor unrest peaks at 1,165 mentions in the 1920s, 
aviation's peak decade to date - the 1970s - registered only 637 mentions. 
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decades for W L G reports oflabor unrest in the railroad, dock/shipping, and 
aviation industries, respectively. But as suggested previously with respect 
to the textile-auto shift, it might also be related to an increase in workplace 
bargaining power - an increase that compels employers and states to offer 
more concessions and therefore reduces workers' incentive for ongoing la-
bor unrest. If so, then the relative shift to aviation represents a continuation 
of the century-long trend toward increased workplace bargaining power. 

Nevertheless, as we shall see in the next section, the overall impact on 
workplace bargaining of post-Fordist product fixes has been far more mixed 
than would appear to be the case from a focus on transportation industries. 
In other words, although this section argues that transportation workers 
continue to have strong workplace bargaining power, and Chapter 2 argued 
that autoworkers' workplace bargaining power also remains strong, many 
of the sites of rapidly growing employment are producing workers with rel-
atively weak workplace bargaining power. In terms o f t h e overall outcomes 
for workers in the early twenty-first century, one critisal question will be 
how those with strong workplace bargaining power will deploy it - will 
it be in struggles that benefit workers broadly (including those with weak 
bargaining power) or in more narrow struggles?"+ This is a theme to which 
we shall return in the conclusions of both this chapter and the book. 

IK A New Product Fix? 

This chapter has argued that the locus of major waves of labor unrest shifts 
together with geographical shifts in production within the leading capitalist 
industry of a given epoch as well as among industries with the successive 
rise/fall of overlapping product cycles. A critical next task, from this per-
spective, is to identify the likely successor(s) of the automobile complex as 
leading industry of world capitalism and to explore the nature of workers' 
bargaining power therein. Yet it is difficult to identify a single product that 
plays a role equivalent to that played historically by the textile complex in 
the nineteenth century or the automobile complex in the twentieth century. 

24 As Chapter 2 showed, the initial major waves of autoworker labor unrest in country after 
country were intertwined with broader struggles of worldng and poor people in general 
and often with struggles for democracy as well. This tendency was no doubt rooted in a 
combination of structural conditions (e.g., autoworkers lived in broad working-class com-
munities) and political choices. A key question is whether analogously favorable structural 
conditions exist today to incline workers with strong bargaining power to use that power 
in a way that links up with demands beyond their own specific interests. 
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As observers of post-Fordism have emphasized, one striking characteristic 
of contemporary capitalism is its eclecticism and flexibility, visible in the 
dizzy ingarray of choices in consumer goods and the rapid emergence of new 
commodities and newways of consuming old commodities. In the remain-
der of this chapter, we will identify several ''industries" that deserve close 
monitoring as potentially critical sites of ongoing world-scale working-class 
formation and labor unrest. 

The Semiconductor Industry 

This dizzying array of products is in large part made possible by a single 
p roduc t - the semiconductor. Indeed, Peter Dicken (1998: 353-4) suggested 
that microelectronics has replaced the automobile as today's "industry of 
industries." Like "textiles, steel and automobiles before it," the microelec-
tronics industry "has come to be regarded as the touchstone of industrial 
success." Even more so than in the case of the automobile industry, the 
microelectronics industry's most striking impact is indirect, through the 
incorporation of semiconductors into a wide range of products and pro-
cesses. T h e automobile industry brought with it a host of ancillary changes 
in daily life ranging from residential and industrial suburbanization to the 
transformation of the geopolitics of energy acquisition and the cultural 
symbols of the era. T h e semiconductor industry - through the "computer-
ization of everything," including automobile and textile production - has 
had at least as profound an impact on the experience of everyday life and 
work. 

Nevertheless, employment in the semiconductor industry itself has not 
had a direct impact on working-class formation equivalent to die histori-
cal impact of textiles or automobiles. Despite the phenomenal growth in 
output since the 1970s, the number of manufacturing jobs created in the 
semiconductor industry has been relatively small because wafer fabrica-
tion is automated. Design and wafer fabrication, the innovative and tech-
nologically sophisticated part of semiconductor production, is located in 
high-income countries. It requires high-level scientific, technical, and en-
gineering personnel as well as expensive plant and equipment providing a 
"pure" environment for production, but little direct labor input in the man-
ufacturing process.25 T h e labor-intensive part of the production process is 

25 At the highly automated semiconductor production facility to be opened bylBMinFishkill, 
New York, in 2003, the 300-millimeter silicon wafers will go through more than five 
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board assembly, which has been relocated to low-wage countries, especially 
in Asia, since the early 1960s (Dicken 1998: 373). 

Thus, on the one hand, few manufacturing jobs have been created in 
high-income countries by the expansion of the semiconductor industry. 
On the other hand, die industry's expansion has further contributed to the 
growth of an industrial proletariat in lower-wage countries. More specifi-
cally, it led to the rapid growth of a young, female industrial proletariat - a 
phenomenon that attracted substantial scholarly attention in the 1970s and 
1980s under the rubric of "the global assembly line" (see, e.g., Fernandez-
Kelly 1983; Lirn 1990; Ong 1987). Nevertheless, in recent years, board 
assembly itself has become increasingly automated, and job growth in low-
wage countries in this sector has also slowed (Dicken 1998: 383—6).26 

Likewise, the expansion of (and proliferation of products in) consumer 
electronics has been associated with a similar employment pattern - that: is, 
a shrinking of the industrial proletariat in the core together with a further 
enlargement of the industrial proletariat in select low-wage locales. Even 
though research and development (R&D), marketing, and coordination 
remain in the hands of multinational corporations and are carried out ma inly 
in high-wage countries, virtually all manufacturing and assembly takes place 
in low-wage countries. In this sphere, China looms large. In the case of 
television sets, China "came from nowhere" to become the world's largest 
maker of televisions in 1987 (Dicken 1998: 357)." 

This pattern whereby the size of the industrial working class is shrink-
ing in high-wage countries but simultaneously increasing in lower-wage 
countries replicates the pattern we identified previously for the textile and 
automobile industries. As a result of these combined processes, the mass-
production industrial proletariat has continued to grow rapidly in size and 
centrality in many lower-wage countries. More specifically, since the mid 
1980s, Asia, and especially China, has been the key site of industrial expan-
sion and new industrial working-class formation. Our analysis of the past 
would lead us to expect the emergence of vigorous workers' movements in 
China in the near future. And given the size and centrality of China - in the 

hundred processing steps, typically lasting twenty days, without the wafers ever being 
touched by human hands (Lohr 2 002). 

-6 Software jobs, in contrast to hardware, have become a significant source of employment in 
India - a point to which we return later. 

-7 See Cowie (1999) on the successive irelocation of RCAs consumer electronics production 
facilities to lower-wage, less-unionized sites of production within North America over the 
course of the twentieth century. 
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East Asian region and globally - the impact of this movement, if it emerges, 
will likely be world resounding, analogous to the impact of China's peasant-
based revolution in the mid twentieth century. 

Indeed, there have been reports of mounting labor unrest in China; for 
example, an official report estimated some 30,000 demonstrations in the 
year 2000 alone. Yet most of these were protests against job loss and unpaid 
wages and pensions, as the rapid industrialization fueled by foreign direct 
investment has gone hand in hand with the dismantling of state-owned 
industrial enterprises. Thus, the growing labor unrest in China to date has 
largely taken the form of what we have called Polanyi-type movements 
against the disruption of established ways of life and livelihood. On the 
one hand, the impetus for these types of protest is not over. With China's 
entry into the W T O , another 40 million laid-off workers from state-owned 
enterprises are expected to join the 45 million to 50 million who have been 
laid off so far (Solinger 2001; see also Solinger 1999). On the other hand, 
our analysis' so far gives us every reason to expect that what we have called 
Marx-type labor unrest will also emerge. Workers in diff erent industries will 
have varying amounts of bargaining power, but some (like autoworkers) will 
possess strong workplace bargaining power. Exactly when this Marx-type 
labor unrest will emerge and how these workers will interact with protests 
by the unemployed are open questions. Nevertheless, the importance of the 
Chinese industrial working class to the future of world labor unrest would 
appear to be incontrovertible. 

Producer Services 

T h e geographical decentralization of manufacturing activities discussed 
ear lier has taken place together with the growth and centralization of global 
"command and control" functions, as well as a growing financialization of 
capital.28 "Increased capital mobility," wrote Saskia Sassen (2001: 24) "gen-
erates a demand for types of production needed to ensure the manage-
ment, control, and servicing of this new organization of manufacturing and 
finance." These new types of production range from telecommunications 
to specialized services such as legal, financial, advertising, consulting, and 

In Chapter 4, we will reconceptualize this growing financialization of capital as a financial 
fix. This financial fix can be seen as a continuation of the product cycle by other means. As 
competition becomes intense, rather than invest in new manufactured products, capital is 
pulled out of trade and production entirely and reinvested in financial deals and speculation 
(Arrighi 1994; Arrighi and Silver 1999). 
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accounting. Although these producer services support business organiza-
tions that are managing vast global networks of factories, offices, and finan-
cial markets, they are themselves subject to economies of agglomeration, 
according to Sassen. Thus, the geographical dispersal of manufacturing 
production and the hypermobility of financial capital has as its other side 
the centralization in select core cities of multinational corporate headquar-
ters and the producer services they require. These are the "places where the 
work of running global systems gets done" (Sassen 2000: 1). And, as we shall 
argue, these also are critical sites to be monitored for ongoing processes of 
working-class formation and emerging labor unrest. 

Since the 1970s, employment in producer services has grown faster than 
any other economic sector in most core countries (Sassen 2000: 62-4; see 
also Castells and Aoyama 1994; Marshall and Wood 1995: 9-11). In the 
United States, for example, while total employment grew from 76.8 million 
in 1970 to 102.2 million in 1996, producer services grew from 6.3 million to 
17.6 million. In contrast, manufacturing grew only from 19.9 million to 
20.4 million (see Sassen 2000: Exhibit 4.1). Some observers have taken 
these figures to indicate that post-industrial societies are generating mainly 
well-paying professional, technical, and managerial jobs. Such a diagnosis 
was made almost three decades ago by Daniel Bell (1973) in The Coming of 
Post-Industrial Society, which posited that "advanced capitalist economies" 
were producing both highly educated workforces and more pacific labor-
capital relations. This view has been stated even more baldly in some of the 
1990s odes to the "New Economy." Nevertheless, the evidence increas-
ingly contradicts this view. This is because producer services require - as 
an integral part of their production - support from a host of traditionally 
pink- and blue-collar positions ranging from secretaries, telephone oper-
ators, building maintenance crews, and janitors to waiters, dishwashers, 
and childcare workers. Thus, where producer services have grown rapidly, 
there has been a polarization of the labor force between high-wage pro-
fessionals and low-wage workers (Wall Street Journal 2000; Greenhouse 
2000). 2 9 

2Q Reporting on a just-released study on employment trends in New York City, Steven 
Greenhouse (2000) wrote: "New York City's rebounding economy has produced a record 
number of jobs, but anew study shows that the number of low-wage jobs, those paying less 
than $25,000 a year, is growing much faster than the number of middle- or high-wage jobs. 
T h e study. . . found that while the city had added thousands of high-paying Wall Street 
and Silicon Alley jobs in recent years, the fastest job growth had been among low-wage 
service employees, like restaurant workers, security guards, day care workers, and home 
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T h e theoretical framework developed in this book suggests that we 
should look to the sites of significant new job growth as the critical arenas 
for emergent working-class formation and protest. We cannot disaggregate 
producer services from other services in the W L G database. Nevertheless, 
Figure 3.3, which charts the distribution of W L G labor unrest mentions 
by industry, reveals a pattern that is m line with this expectation. Tilting 
services as a whole, we can see a rapid increase in their relati ve importance 
as a site of world labor unrest in the last four decades of the twenti eth cen-
tury. Thus, whereas services accounted for between 9% and 12% of the 
total number of industry-specific mentions of labor unrest: in the first half 
of the twentieth century, this figure jumps to 21 % in the 1960s, 26% in the 
1980s, and 34% in the 1990s.30 

A t first sight, many of the low-paid support workers i n the producer ser-
vices sector would appear to have little bargaining power. Yet, Sassen sug-
gested a source of power that is often overlooked - perhaps even purposely 
deemphasized. If the logic according to which producer services operate 
is one of economies of agglomeration, then the industries involved in the 
command and control functions of the global economy (and their support) 
are relatively place-bound themselves. Moreover, certain types- of invest-
ments that make global cities function are extremely capital-intensive31 and 
cannot be easily abandoned without a huge loss in terms of sunken fixed 
capital. These include telecommunication networks and the wiri ng of mod-
ern office buildings with advanced communications capabilities. In other 
words, the producer services complex cannot easily respond to labor unrest 
with the spatial fix of geographical mobility. 

It is interesting to note how the dominant economic narrative argues that place no 
longer matters, that firms can locate anywhere thanks to telematics, that major 

attendants for the elderly." The study "also found that for the city's low-wage workers, the 
median wage dropped by 2 percentfrom 1989 to 1999, after taking inflation into account." 
Growth of employment in Europe has also been based on expansion of part-time, relatively 
low-paid positions (see Sassen 2000). 

30 In this connection it is interesting to note that in the United States the Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU) and its former President John Sweeney have been in the 
forefront of efforts to bring about the new activist turn in the AFL-CIO. 
There has been a general trend toward increasing capital-intensity of services. According 
to Riddle (1986: 8): "In the United States, a significant proportion of services are capital-
intensive, not labor-intensive." Of the 145 industry divisions ranked by R. E. Kutscher and 
J. A. Mark (1983) on the basis of capital stock per employee, "service industry divisions 
made up nearly one-half of the 30 divisions in the first two deciles, of the ranking" (cited 
by Riddle 1986:29). 

108 



XV. A New Product Fix? 

industries now are information-based and hence not place-bound. This line of 
argument . . . allows the corporate economy to extract major concessions from city 
governments [and workers] under the notion that firms can simply leave and relo-
cate elsewhere, which is not quite the case for a whole complex of firms. (Sassen 
2000: 144) 

Of course, this place-bound nature of producer services can be over-
stated. There is a point at which rising costs in the sites in which producer 
services are concentrated would eventually provide capital with the incen-
tive for a spatial fix, even a very costly one. Moreover, as national and local 
governments have come to realize that attracting investment from pro-
ducer service industries (the new shining star) requires providing advanced 
telecommunications infrastructures, they have also begun to organize and 
subsidize the building of such infrastructure as part of a competitive bid to 
host new producer services centers. 

Likewise some segments of producer service production processes do 
not need to take place at the central office. We can distinguish two dif-
ferent labor process types within the producer services complex: for the 
first type, spatial fixes are nor in fact a real option, but for the second type 
they are very much an option. Thus, the buildings in which corporations 
are headquartered cannot be sent to low-wage countries each night to be 
cleaned. Janitorial work must be done on site. In contrast, however, much 
of the routine work of data entry and word processing on which producer 
services depend can (and are) being sent to low-wage countries on a regular 
basis. We will discuss these two different types in turn. 

Let's take the case of janitors who clean the skyscrapers in the down-
town commercial district in Los Angeles. These workers would appear to 
have little bargaining power. Their jobs do not require scarce skills. T h e 
positions are generally part-time and/or temporary jobs with no benefits, 
career ladders, or job security, and with high turnover. T h e workers are 
disproportionately immigrant or minority women who often hold second 
jobs and/or have childcare responsibilities that leave them little time for 
union activity. Moreover, die "employers" are often phantom or subcon-
tracting organizations, set up with the goal of cutting costs by evading 
existing union (or customary) contracts with workers. Yet in the late 1990s 
these workers, and other workers in the lowest rung of producer services 
complexes of other U.S. cities, succeeded in winning significant victories. 
These include the spread of a campaign for a Living Wage in Baltimore, 
and from Baltimore to over thirty other U.S. cities, and the victorious Jus-
tice for Janitors campaign in several cities, most notably in Los Angeles. 
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These campaigns have secured improved wages and working conditions for 
low-wage service workers such as cleaning crews in major office buildings. 
In addition, they have sparked a burst of labor movement social activism at 
a time of historically low levels of labor unrest in the United States. 

What was the basis of these victories? On the one hand, they probably 
derived some structural power from the place-bound nature of their em-
ployers. As already mentioned, while employers could seek out low-paid 
immigrant labor to clean the buildings, they could not send the buildings 
elsewhere to be cleaned. Yet, given the analysis carried forward so far in this 
chapter, it would seem that this is insufficient to explain even the limited 
successes achieved in the context of the overall weak structural bargaining 
power of these workers. Rather, it would appear that victories have been 
based on a significant strategic rethinking of how to leverage "associational 
power." In particular, these campaigns involved a major reassessment of the 
established workplace-focused organizing model and a shift to a new model 
of organizing that was more community-based. With workers spread among 
multiple work sites and employment relations characterized by a high de-
gree of contingency and turnover, organizing individual workplaces would 
be a Sisyphean task. Thus, the Living Wage campaign in Baltimore sought 
to build a city wide movement to improve the wages and working condi-
tions of the working poor. According to one of the campaign's organizers, 
the goal was to build a new type of labor organization - one that is "trans-
portable for people from workplace to workplace" (cited by Harvey 2000: 
126). Thus, as for the U.K. textile workers who faced multiple employers, 
regionwide associational bargaining power was essential. 

T h e Justice for Janitors campaign also avoided established workplace 
organizing procedures, in part because they realized that the real power to 
change conditions lay not with the ostensible "employers" - the cleaning 
subcontracting companies - but with the property owners who used the 
subcontracted firms as a union avoidance strategy. Thus, instead of pursuing 
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) elections for union recognition in 
what were essentially phantom enterprises that could be closed with a union 
victory and reopened as nonunion shops, the campaign emphasized "in your 
face" street protests directed at the building owners and business tenants 
(Waldinger et al. 1998: 110). Likewise, the Living Wage campaign seeks 
to make governments, large corporations, and universities responsible, not 
onlyfor the treatment of the workers in their direct employ but also for the 
behavior of the subcontractors they hire. T h e spread of subcontracting has 
created a "byzantine system that disguises responsibility and accountability" 
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(Needleman 1998: 79). Successful campaigns have been able to counter 
this by identifying and targeting the "responsible" agent with the power to 
change conditions.32 

Ail these campaigns have relied heavily on "allies in those social layers 
n o t directly interested in the question" (Harvey 2000: 125, paraphrasing 
Marx). In the case of Baltimore's Living Wage campaign, a church-based 
interfaith alliance took the initial lead and provided much of the resources 
(Harvey 2000). In the case of the Justice for Janitors, the crucial role was 
played by intervention from the headquarters of a revitalized and (now) 
centralized trade union organization - the Sendee Employees International 
Union - that bypassed the more conservative local union leadership. While 
the Justice f or Janitors campaign involved extensive grass roots mobilization 
and would not have been successful without this, it also involved extensive 
resources that could only be provided by the pooling and redistribution 
capacities of a large organization. Waldinger et al. (1998: 112-13) pointed 
to some of the costs involved in a campaign that was research-intensi ve 
(widi at least one staff researcher studying the structure of the industry and 
its weaknesses), lawyer-intensive (with high-risk confrontational tactics as 
well as "guerilla legal tactics"), and organizer-intensive. T h e Justice for 
Janitors campaign cost half a million dollars a year in Los Angeles alone.33 

Finally, because these transformations in the organization of production 
have also gone hand in hand with a transformation in the gender and eth-
nic composition of the working class, the campaigns have had to-confront 
simultaneously issues of race, gender, citizenship, and class. Successful cam-
paigns have transformed the face of the labor movement activist to better 
reflect the face of the workers. And they have addressed the specific needs 
and demands of this new workforce - including such things as adequate 
childcare and English language lessons.34 Given that the new labor force 
simultaneously raised issues of gender, race, national, and class oppression, 

32 This byzantine structure has also been characteristic of the garment industry. Finding ways 
to hold retailers and fashion houses accountable for the behavior of their subcontractors has 
likewise been akeystrategy in labor organizing in this sector (see Bonacich and Appelbaum 
2000; Ness 1998). Needleman (1998) makes the same point with regard to home health 
care workers (a case of privatized social service workers). 

33 Waldinger et al. (1998) also pointed to the role of class-consciousness that workers brought 
with them from their (mainly Central American) countries of origin. As such, there is a 
parallel with the story we have told of New England textile workers who brought with 
them from Lancashire a tradition ofi militancy (although not the structural conditions for 
success). 

34 On the importance of labor-community centers, see Needleman (1998) and Ness (1998). 
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it also more naturally drew support from a variety of social movement orga-
nizations including civil rights and women's organizations (Bronfenbrenner 
et al. 1998). 

Thus, it would appear that the relative immobility of capital is insufficient 
to explain the victories achieved. Nevertheless, if workers are able to hold 
on to their gains in the coming decade, an important part of the explanation 
will no doubt be found in the barriers to a spatial-fix response by capital. 

Wha t then of the more mobile segments of producer service labor 
processes, such as routine data entry? One of the most important de-
velopments in this regard is the investments being made by U.S. and 
European companies designed to tap India's supply of educated, English-
speaking workers. Data processing offices, telephone call centers, and other 
"information-based" job sites are being established including ones involved 
in higher-end producer service activities such as software and engineering. 
Ireland, Jamaica, and the Philippines also have been providing low-cost 
"back-office" staff for foreign companies, yet the number of Indian work-
ers employed in this manner is expected to swamp all previous cases. An 
estimated 40,000 Indians are now working in the so-called remote ser-
vice industry, and the industry is expected to experience enormous growth, 
employing as many as 700,000 people by 2008 (Filkins 2000). 

"Overseas companies send [the work] via satellite, and Indian workers 
key it into files, categorize it, analyze it, and ship it back home . . . for a 
small fraction of the cost back home." British Airways, for example, "beams 
a scanned copy of every one of the 3 5 million tickets it sells each year to 
India, where workers reconcile the tickets with billing information sent 
from travel agents." And General Electric plans irj the next two years to 
quadruple the size of its current 1,000-strong workforce that is employed 
in New Delhi to "process loans, perform accounting tasks and call people 
in the United States who are late on their loan payments"(Filkins 2000). 

Here, then, is another important industrial and geographical site of new 
working-class formation and potential labor unrest in the early twenty -first 
century. Yet, what kind of bargaining power .might these workers rely upon? 
This work makes use of the Internet and other advanced communication 
systems for receiving the raw materials, transmitting the final product, and 
in many cases handling intermediate steps in the production process as well. 
T h e vulnerability of cyberspace to disruptions is far greater than the vul-
nerability of the assembly line or J I T production systems, as we know from 
experience with hackers and viruses. Nevertheless, how this vulnerability 
might translate into effective workplace bargaining power is someth ing that 
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remains to be demonstrated by workers' creativity in innovating new forms 
of struggles for the new environment (cf. Piven and Cloward 2001). 

In such a highly mobile industry, the response to any labor unrest might 
be immediate geographical relocation. Indeed, if one is to believe man-
agement, the production process itself is hypermobile. "I could take this 
operation anywhere in the world. It is completely portable," claims a su-
pervisor of 120 employees who process claims for a Cincinnati-based insur-
ance firm in Bangalore, India (quoted by Filkins 2000: 5). Nevertheless, as a 
permanent spatial fix to labor unrest, such statements might contain a bit of 
hyperbole. T h e industry has already relocated to one of the lowest-income 
countries in the world. Where does it go from there? Moreover, once new 
forms of workplace bargaining power are uncovered and deployed in these 
information-based industries, is it not possible that employers will find, 
like the automobile corporations before them, that working-class struggles 
reemerge in each new favored site of expansion? 

To be sure, these jobs are far more mobile than the janitorial work dis-
cussed previously. And this does have important implications for associa-
tional power. As discussed previously, the victories by janitors were built in 
large measure on community-based associational power - a power that is 
particularly effective when the employers cannot move out of the commu-
nity. Community level associational power would be far less effective for 
workers whose jobs are easily moved to other communities or countries. 
Any short-run gains built on community-level power would be overturned 
when the work left the community. In this situation, for associational bar-
gaining power to be effective, it would have to be not at the community 
level, but at the level at which capital is mobile - that is, globally. This, in 
turn, brings us back to the need for - but also the difficulties and limits of— 
labor internationalism, an issue raised m Chapter 1 and to which we will 
return in Chapter 5. 

A prerequisite for the mass expansion of this information-based work-
force has been the expansion of mass education. One might even argue that 
the "education industry" has become the central capital-goods-producing 
industry of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. It is to a 
discussion of this industry and its workers that we now turn. 

The Education Industry 

In attempting to capture the overall nature of post-Fordist transforma-
tions, di verse analysts have emphasized the new centrality of "information" 
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or the emergence of a knowledge-based economy. Manuel Castells (1997) 
conceptualized "the informational economy." David Harvey (1989: 186) 
saw capitalism as depending more and more on "mobilizing the powers of 
intellectual labour as avehicle forfur ther accumulation." For Peter Drucker 
(1993: 8), the "basic economic resource" is no longer capital, land, or labor, 
rather " it is and will be knowledge." Yet as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
emphasized, knowledge itself has to be produced. Moreover, the production 
of knowledge "involves new kinds of production and labor" (2000: 461-2). 
Seen f rom these combined perspectives, mass education appears as one of 
the most important "capital goods industries" of the twenty-first century -
in part producing "knowledge" and, more importantly, producing the work-
ers who have the necessary skills for the new knowledge-intensive form of 
capital accumulation.35 Like textile workers in the nineteenth century and 
automobile workers in the twentieth century, education workers (teachers) 
are central to processes of capital accumulation in the twenty-first century. 

Teachers; are proletarians. Indeed, it has been some time now since a 
significant number of teachers owned their own means of production; in 
order to survive they sell their labor power (generally to the state). Never-
theless, social scientists often do not classify teachers as workers, perhaps 
because their jobs are seen as skilled and/or they are deemed to have some 
autonomy and control over the curriculum and the classroom and/or they 
are public employees. Moreover, while states have been subject to recurrent 
fiscal crises that have seriously affected the working condit ions of teachers, 
educational systems by and largehavenot been runwith strictly "for-profit" 
criteria. From the perspective of this book, the central question would be 
whether these characteristics (assuming they are accurate) fully insulate 
teachers from the negative effects of the commodification of their labor 
power. Otherwise, we would expect "unrest" in response to these negative 
effects, and we would classify it as "labor unrest."36 

35 Teachers produce "a labour force, a commodity improved in value" (Lawn and Ozga 
1988: 84). 

36 For conceptualizations of teachers as workers, see the essays collected in Ozga (1988b). 
Jenny Ozga (1988a: x) hypothesized that teachers' experience as workers varies dramatically 
over time depending on whether or not there is a fiscal crisis of the state and/or general 
crisis of capitalism. In times of economic crisis, "the central state tends towards strong, 
directive management which imposes controls on teacher recruitment, training, salaries and 
status, and curriculum and examination content." In periods when resources are abundant, 
management "relies heavily on the promotion of teacher professionalism as a form of 
control." Beyond this cyclical dynamic, there is a secular trend: the more central the role of 
teachers in creating value (i.e., a trained labor force), the more the teaching labor process 
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The rapid increase in the size of the world's teaching force dates from 
mid century, increasing from 8 million in 1950 to 47 million in 1990, ac-
cording to U N E S C O data (Legters 1993).37 N o t only has the education 
industry been the site of rapid employment growth, it has also been the 
site of growing labor unrest worldwide in the second half of the twentieth 
century. According to the W L G data, the education industry is one of the 
few industries that has experienced a rising trend of labor unrest in the 
final decades of the twentieth century. Moreover, the geographical spread 
of teacher labor unrest has been far greater than was the case historically 
for the textile and automobile industries. As Table 3.2 shows, twenty-three 
countries made our threshold cutoff for inclusion in the teacher labor un-
rest chart as compared with fifteen countries for the textile industry and 
only eleven for the automobile industry (compare fables 3.1 and 3.2). Us-
ing the same threshold criteria, the geographical spread of teacher labor 
unrest (23) is even greater than that of railroads (17), aviation (17), or 
docking/shipping (20). ( 

Major changes in the nature of educational systems may be in progress -
a point to which we shall return. Nevertheless, let's look at how teachers' 
bargaining power, at least until recently, has compared with labor's bar-
gaining power in other industries discussed so far. On the one hand, in 
comparison with auto workers, the workplace bargaining power of teachers 
would seem to be weak. Unlike auto workers, teachers are not enmeshed 
in a complex technical division oflabor at the point of production. Generally, 
teachers work alone in self-contained classrooms. If one teacher stops work 
(e.g., strikes, is out sick), other teachers in the same school can go on with 

will be "analyzed and restructured to increase its efficiency (productivity)" (Lawn and Ozga 
1988: 87-8). Ozga's empirical reference point is the United Kingdom. Reformulating and 
deploying these hypotheses at the world-historical level is an intriguing proposition, but 
one beyond the scope of this book. 

' Since education has been a very labor-intensive industry (i.e., more students generally 
require the hiring of more teachers), school enrollment growth rates is another good in-
dicator of teacher employment growth. School enrollments at all levels, but especially 
primary, started to mushroom in Latin America in the 1960s, in Africa and the Middle East 
during the 1970s, and in Asia during the 1980s. In high-income countries, primary school 
enrollment was nearly universal by mid century, and the main growth in the second half of 
the century was at the secondary level. Secondary school enrollments had reached nearly 
universal levels in high-income countries by 1990 and around 50 percent in poorer coun-
tries (UNESCO data cited by Legters 1993: 6-7). The weight of the education industry is 
also suggested by the example of the United States where, in 1990, employment in public 
education accounted for almost half of total government employment (Marshall and Wood 
1995:11). 
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their work without any significant disruption. Moreover, there is little in-
terdependency among the separate school sites in a school system. Thus, 
unlike in the automobile industry, where a stoppage in a key supplier plant 
can bring an entire corporation to a halt, a strike in one school may have 
little or no impact on the operation of other schools in the system. While 
even in the case of textiles, a general strike in spinning could eventually 
bring weaving and other downstream activities to a halt, a general strike 
of secondary school teachers, by itself, does not stop work in the primary 
schools, or vice versa. 

On the other hand, teachers are strategically located in a social division of 
labor. Whereas the raw material inputs that go into textile or automobile 
production can be stored for the duration of a strike, the same cannot 
be done with the raw material inputs in the education industry (students). 
Teachers' strikes have ripple effects throughout the social division of labor -
disrupting family routines and making it difficult for working parents to 
do their own jobs. Moreover, where there have been (exceptionally long 
and/or frequent strikes in education (or widespread teacher hostility toward 
their employers), fears have been raised about the longer-term impact of 
teacher labor unrest on the final product - that is, students' educational 
accomplishments as well as their proper socialization as citizens. 

At the same time, teachers generally have more marketplace bargaining 
power than either automobile or textile workers. To date, the education in-
dustry has remained relatively impervious to technological fixes. This means 
that an expansion of the educational system leads to expanding employment 
of teachers. Whereas the introduction of new labor-saving technologies in 
textiles and automobile production continually created bouts of techno-
logical unemployment that weighed on the bargaining power of the active 
labor force, teaching so far has been largely unaffected by this dynamic. In-
deed, Larry Cuban's (1984) examination of nearly a century of instructional 
activities shows little change in the practice and technology of teaching." 

The difficulty involved in raising productivity through technological 
innovation means that cost-cutting pressures take the form of the inten-
sification of work in terms of longer hours or more students per teacher 
(Danylewycz and Prentice 1988; Lawn 1987). Nevertheless, these speed-
up efforts have themselves touched off major waves of labor unrest - such 
as those in response to transformations driven by the fiscal crisis of core 
states in the 1970s. T h e major^waves of teacher labor unrest in low- and 

3 8 Cuban's study focuses on the United States, but his findings are no doubt widely applicable. 
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middle-income countries in response to speed-ups and cutbacks associated 
with IMF structural adjustment packages in the 1980s and privatization 
drives in the 1990s is another important example. 

In addition to the difficulties involved in implementing technologi-
cal fixes, the education industry is also particularly impervious to spa-
tial fixes. Whereas manufacturers (and many service sector employers) 
can credibly threaten their labor forces with competition from global la-
bor reserves (either through relocation of productive capital or importa-
tion of immigrant labor), the threat to teachers is not very credible. On 
the one hand, the production site generally must be located near the 
key raw material - the students - thus making geographical relocation 
largely unfeasible. On the other hand, language and cultural barriers pro-
tect teachers, to some extent, from competition from cheaper immigrant 
teacher labor. Certainly, we cannot discern any meaningful product cy-
cle through geographical relocation in the education industry. With the 
partial exception of elite university education (where there is substantial 
"migration" of students), there is no substitutability between (competi-
tion among) the various national (or even local) education complexes. Fi-
nally, even though teachers are dispersed among multiple work sites (as was 
the case for textile workers), they generally share a single employer (the 
state - minimally at the citywide level and more frequently at the national 
level), giving a certain coherence to the organizational task of coordinating 
teacher labor unrest. Thus, the imperviousness of the education indus-
try to spatial and technological fixes (in particular, geographical relocation 
and automation) may be at the root of a great deal of teacher bargaining 

39 

power. 
Current educational reform drives can, in part, be seen as an effort to 

find alternative ways of putting competitive pressure on teachers. School 
voucher programs threaten public school teachers with the dismantling of 
public education by facilitating the movement of students to alternative 

39 As we suggested in Chapter 1, when bringing labor's bargaining power under control 
is particularly difficult, boundary drawing takes on particular salience as a strategy for 
reducing costs (for resolving the system-level problem). Indeed, boundary drawing has 
been particularly evident among teachers, both through the ideology of professionalism 
and through boundary drawing based on gender. Male teachers have been paid more than 
female teachers and secondary school teachers have been paid more than primary school 
teachers. Yet, boundary drawing is a double-edged sword for labor control. For example, 
the 1960s strikes in New York City initially took the form of male secondary school teachers 
with postgraduate degrees protesting loss of status vis-a-vis (predominantly female) primary 
school teachers (Cole 1969). 
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schools. Merit-based resource allocation to schools puts schools/teachers 
in competition with one another for resources necessary to make their work 
experience bearable. Privatization, on the one hand, and community con-
trol, on the other hand, are reforms that eliminate the single,_ large, visible 
object of the state as employer. All these reforms are ways of mobilizing 
market pressures against teachers. Nevertheless, in comparison with other 
industries, the education industry's ability to mobilize global reserves of 
labor in competition with teachers is likely to remain very limited. After all, 
even voucher programs open up competition only as far as the intracity or 
intranational level.40 

Although teaching has been historically impervious to technological 
transformations, it is difficult to anticipate to what extent the Internet and 
other advanced communications technologies might be used to bring ef-
fective competitive pressures to bear on teachers, analogous to those that 
automation brought to bear on manufacturing workers (see, e.g., Traub 
2000). Yet, as noted in discussing the automobile industry, we do know that 
the same processes that undermine marketplace bargaining power often en-
hance workplace bargaining power. Thus, any such technological changes 
in the teaching labor process can be expected to enmesh teachers in a com-
plex technical division of labor vulnerable to disruption in a way that the 
autonomous classroom model never was. 

Personal Services 

A last area of rapid employment growth is in personal services. We might 
also call this area reproductive services since they are constituted by the 
commodification of activities previously carried out in the home (from food 
preparation and childcare to entertainment). Personal services provide what 
seems to be the clearest example of a type of job growth that reverses 
the twentieth century trend toward stronger workplace bargaining power. 
With weak workplace and marketplace bargaining power, workers in this 
sector have been obliged to accept informal work practices with a high 
proportion of the labor force working on a part-time and/or temporary 
basis. 

T h e weak workplace bargaining power of personal service workers is 
in part rooted in the geographical dispersion of the sector. Personal ser-
vices are oriented toward the individual consumer and therefore have a 

" See Ball's (1993) discussion of school vouchers as class strategy. 
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pattern of dispersion that is largely proportional to the distribution of the 
population and/or the distribution of wealth.41 Thus, in personal services, 
work sites tend to be small scale and dispersed, making coordination of 
labor action across multiple sites difficult. Moreover, this weak workplace 
bargaining power is not counterbalanced by a strategic location within the 
social division of labor, as is the case for teachers. 

In contrast to the automobile industry, in the fast food industry, for ex-
ample, a strike in just one or a few outlets within a large chain will not 
interfere with the operation of other outlets in the same chain. Moreover, 
while a strike in an entire chain may damage a corporation, fast food work-
ers (unlike teachers) are not strategically enmeshed in the social division 
of labor. If an entire fast food chain goes on strike, people will not starve. 
Unlike the case of public education, there are multiple competing alterna-
tive sources of prepared food. And given the multitude of prepared food 
outlets, the level of coordination among workers necessary to bring about a 
general stoppage in prepared foods production (and hence a stoppage that 
would begin to impact on the social division of labor) is very hard to attain. 
Finally, even without the pressures of technologically induced unemploy-
ment, marketplace bargaining power in personal services is also generally 
weak because of the existence of a large supply of workers with the necessary 
skills. 

We have argued that where workers' strategic bargaining power is weak, 
victories depend on strong associational power (either autonomous trade 
union organization as in the case of British textile workers or cross-class 
poli tical alliances as in the case of Indian and Chinese textile workers). T h e 
historical pattern of labor unrest for personal service workers that emerges 
from the W L G data is consistent with this argument. Taking the case of 
hotel and restaurant workers, we find that waves of labor unrest in this in-
dustry during the twentieth century almost invariably take place together 
with widespread labor unrest in the city or region in which these workers 
are situated. Thus, we might say that they rely on the "reflected" power that 
comes from community-level organization and/or the strategic bargaining 
power of more favorably situated workers. Likewise, 1990s union orga-
nizing victories in the United States in personal services (e.g., in nursing 

41 State-sponsored social services (such as education) are generally backed by a state commit-
ment to provide these services to everyone; therefore, their actual dispersal comes close to 
the theoretical standard of matching population dispersal. In the case of personal services, 
on the other hand, their geographical spread in large part follows the dispersal of wealth 
rather than that of population per se. 
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homes and among home health care workers) also were based on the kinds 
of associational power displayed in the Justice for Janitors case discussed 
earlier (Needleman 1998). 

1 "hus, the late-twentieth-century growth of personal services suggests 
a significant trend toward the overall weakening of labor's workplace bar-
gaining power. This is especially so if we take into account the fact that 
many formerly state-sponsored social services in the late twentieth century 
have been "privatized" and/or subcontracted, bringing many social service 
jobs closer in form to the personal service model (e.g., without a single, vis-
ible employer as a target). Yet, a countertrend is worth noting. There has 
been a growing tendency to "decouple" the production of personal services 
from their delivery to take advantage of economies of scale (Riddle 1986: 
143). And where there are economies of scale, we have argued, there is also 
generally greater workplace bargaining power. 

Indeed, many personal services are no longer organized spatially in a 
simple, dispersed fashion. Some of the most-lucrative and fastest-growing 
arenas for personal services now have multiple layers of mediation between 
the final delivery of the service to the consumer and the production of the 
service. One example is the entertainment industry. In the early twentieth 
century, most of the entertainment industry involved direct contact with 
the final consumer (e.g., live performances), and the historical pattern of 
labor unrest in the industry visible f rom the W L G database was similar to 
that identified for hotel and restaurant workers. Labor unrest, that is, took 
place together with more generalized labor unrest in a particular city. In to-
day's movie industry, however, only the very final stage - showing films in 
theaters - involves direct contact with the final consumer (and in television 
there isn't even that point of contact). T h e production process involved 
in bringing the film to the screen now involves a complex technical division 
of labor, subject to economies of agglomeration rather than dispersion. 

Thus, it is not surprising that recent strikes and strike threats in 
Hollywood depart from the personal service model previously described. 
The surge of technological change in the industry (e.g., cable, video, DVD, 
Internet distribution, and the globalization of markets for films and tele-
vision series) has brought new types of grievances to the fore with regard 
to pay and status. Moreover, with the growing complexity of the technical 
division of labor and the new economies of agglomeration, including the 
concentration of the industry jn Hollywood, strikes by one job category 
(e.g., writers) have tremendous "ripple effects." 'Thus, for example, a re-
cent estimate of the impact of any entertainment industry strike starts by 
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pointing to the ripple effects of $680 million in lost wages a month in Los 
Angeles for the 272,000 people working in the entertainment industry.42 

In sum, even in the personal service sector, the trend in labor's bargaining 
power is not as clear-cut as it would at first appear. To be sure, labor unrest 
in the entertainment industry has tended to be seen as a squabble within 
the more privileged segments of the population over the distr ibution of the 
spoils. Moreover, such labor unrest brings us back to the question of how 
workers located in industries with strong workplace bargaining power will 
interact with workers whose bargaining power is weak, either in other in-
dustries in their own community or in the same industry in other countries. 

V. Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the main location of working-class formation 
and protest has shifted within industries along with the geographical relo-
cation of pro duction as well as between industries along with the rise of new 
leading industries and the decline of old ones. As such, we would expect 
the main sites of twenty-first-century labor unrest to be found in the new 
leading industries of the day. Yet, in the last section, we argued that it is not 
possible to identify a manufacturing industry that plays a leading role in 
world-scale processes of capital accumulation analogous to that played by 
the textile industry in the nineteenth century and the automobile industry 
in the twentieth century. 

T h e only manufacturing industry that, in some respects, would qualify 
for the title of new leading industry - the semiconductor indus t ry-has 

42 On the labor unrest in Hollywood, see Bernard Weinraub (2000: A1, A2 5). In addition to the 
issues raised earlier, Weinraub emphasized that conglomerates now own the entertainment 
industry. The article quoted Ken Ziffren, a top entertainment industry lawyer: "Time 
Warner is AOL and cable, Sony is a consumer electronics company, Fox is a television 
network and a station group and a satellite operator and a media empire. Universal is really 
a music company. Disney is theme parks and cable channels as well as the ABC network. It 
goes on and on. The business of feature films and television is now a very small part of the 
corporate set-up of some of these companies. There are divergent issues and interests now, 
much more than management versus labor." Weinraub went on to point out that "[t]he 
sheer size of many of the conglomerates can weigh heavily now in labor negotiations. For 
example, if the television division at Fox or Disney is facing a poor year, it could adopt a 
hard-line approach to negotiations because the parent company would have little to lose. 
These conglomerates themselves would financially support the television unit through the 
collective bargaining process. But if, say, Warner's television division was successful - and 
Time Warner's magazine and cable units were lagging - it would probably be a corporate 
priority to resolve a strike quicklyin order for various series to continue and prosper" (2 000: 
A25). 
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departed substantially from the trajectory of successive geographical re-
location to lower-wage sites that characterized both the textile and au-
tomobile industry. Manufacturing jobs in the semiconductor industry 
were located virtually from the start (i.e., in the innovative phase) in low-
income countries, while R&D, managerial, and other high-value-added 
jobs were (and still are) concentrated in high-income countries. Moreover, 
the semiconductor industry (including board assembly) is increasingly au-
tomated, making it a weak source of employment growth worldwide. 

In the early twenty-first century, then, the labor forces for new leading 
manufacturing industries such as semiconductors as well as old established 
industries such as textiles and automobiles are concentrated in low- and 
middle-income countries. T h e epicenter of world labor unrest in manufac-
turing in the twenty-first century is thus also likely to be concentrated in 
these same countries. 

At the same time, employment and labor unrest in services has been 
growing worldwide and will likely continue to grow in d ie future. Because 
of the heterogeneity of services, the impact of the rise of service employment 
on workers' overall average bargaining power is not easy to summarize. On 
the one hand, we have argued that some of the most rapidly expanding 
service industries (e.g., aviation) endow their workers with considerable 
workplace bargaining power, while others (e.g., the education industry and 
producer services) are far more impervious to spatial fixes (geographical re-
location) than most manufacturing industries. On the other hand, we have 
argued that the vertical disintegration of production and the correspond-
ing proliferation of sites of production and (actual or phantom) employers 
faced by workers have weakened labor's structural bargaining power. This 
structural weakness has placed a renewed premium on the importance of as-
sociational power. Indeed, the organizing environment faced by workers in 
the early twenty-first century in certain respects has more in common with 
that faced by nineteenth-century textile workers than twentieth-century 
automobile workers. 

We shall return to a discussion of the likely future dynamics of labor 
unrest in Chapter 5. But first we must widen the angle of vision of our 
analysis. T h e trajectory of twentieth-century world labor unrest has been 
embedded not only in product cycles but also in cycles of world politics. 
It is to the interrelationship between the dynamics of world labor unrest 
and world politics diat we turn in Chapter 4, enriching our understanding 
of twentieth-century labor unrest as well as strengthening the base from 
which to assess likely future trends. 
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4 

Labor Movements and World Politics 

The previous two chapters focused on labor and global economic 
dynamics - especially the interrelationship between transformations in 
the organization/location of production, workers' bargaining power, and 
world-historical patterns of labor unrest. In this chapter, we shift the angle of 
vision, bringing to center stage the interrelationship between global politics 
and labor movements. For as we argued in Chapter 1, global economic pro-
cesses are themselves deeply embedded in global political dynamics ranging 
from state formation and citizenship bounding to interstate conflict and 
world war. 

In Chapter 1, we also suggested that the twentieth century - viewed 
through a Polanyian lens - traces a pendulum-like trajectory between the 
commodification of labor and the breakdown of established social com-
pacts, on the one hand, and the decommodification of labor and the estab-
lishment of new social compacts, on the other hand. The first swing of the 
pendulum - the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-centuries movement 
toward the "commodification of labor" and the initial countermovement 
response from growing labor movements - is the focus of Section II of this 
chapter. Section V, in turn, focuses on the pendulum's swing back - the 
establishment of new national and international social compacts binding 
labor, capital, and states, which partially protected labor from the vagaries 
of an unregulated global market in the post-Second World War decades. 

This swing of the pendulum was a response to four decades of world 
war, depression, explosive labor militancy, and worldwide revolutionary 
upheaval. I his intervening period, characterized by a widening and deepen-
ing vicious circle of war and labor unrest, is the focus of Sections III and IV 

The post-Second World War swing of the pendulum toward the de-
commodification of labor was short-lived. T h e social compacts could 



I. World Wars and Labor Unrest 

rlot be sustained in the long run without becoming a growing fetter on 
profitability - a fetter that was broken with the late-twentieth-century wave 
of globalization - the subject of the sixth and final section of this chapter. 
The contradictions of these postwar social compacts have been analyzed 
elsewhere as the limits of "liberal corporatism" (Panitch 1977, 1981; Apple 
1980) and of "hegemonic factory regimes" (Burawoy 1983: 602-3; Burawoy 
1985) - analyses that we build on in Section V. 

Before we narrate the first swing of the pendulum, the next section 
lays out the empirical picture of world-scale labor unrest for the twentieth 
century as derived from the World Labor Group database. On the one hand, 
diis picture points to the centrality of the world wars in shaping the overall 
trajectory of world labor unrest in the twentieth century. On the other hand, 
it also suggests that the twentieth century can be divided into two phases, 
corresponding to our Polanyian pendulum swings, but also, and relatedly, 
to phases of world hegemony. 

£ 

I. World Wars and Labor Unrest 

The most immediately striking feature of the aggregate picture of world-
scale labor unrest for the twentieth century derived from the W L G database 
is the interrelationship between world labor unrest and the two world wars. 
Figure 4.1 presents a time series of the number of mentions of labor unrest 
worldwide from 1870 to the present in the W L G database. Figures 4.2 and 
4.3 chart the same series, but for metropolitan and colonial/semi-colonial 
countries as distinct aggregates. All three figures display the series with a 
three-year moving average. (See Appendix C for a list of countries included 
in the three figures.) 

All three figures show the profound impact that the two world wars 
have had on the temporal pattern of labor unrest. T h e two highest peaks 
in overall world labor unrest are the years immediately following the two 
world wars. T h e years 1919 and 1920 are the peak years of the series with 
a total of 2,720 and 2,293 mentions, respectively. T h e next highest peak is 
1946 and 1947 with a total of 1,857 and 2,122 mentions, respectively. 

I he early war years themselves are among the low points of the time 
series.1 T h e low points fall into three categories: the years from 1898 to 

1 These findings with regard to both tfie world war and post-world-war periods correspond 
with those of Douglas Hibbs (1978: 157). In a long-run analysis of strike activity in 
eleven Western European and North American countries, he found industrial conflict to 
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Year 

Figure 4.1. World labor unrest, 1870-1996. 

1904, the war years (1915 has only 196 mentions and 1940 and 1942 only 
248 and 279, respectively),2 and finally (with 301 and 202 mentions for 
1995 and 1996) the mid 1990s.3 

Finally, the years just prior to the outbreak of the wars are years of rapidly 
rising labor unrest leading to local peaks in the series. Thus in the decade 
leading up to the outbreak of the First World War, the total number of 
mentions of labor unrest increases from 325 in 1905 to 604 in 1909 and 
875 in 1913. Likewise, the total number of mentions of labor unrest is rising 

"decline markedly" during both the First and Second World Wars. He also found that "most 
countries experienced strike explosions towards the end or just after the end of the World 
Wars." 

2 Labor unrest waves by no means disappeared for the entire span of the world wars. For 
example, the W L G data shows labor unrest waves in the middle of the First World War 
(particularly in Germany and Russia in 1917-18 as well as elsewhere in Europe). In the 
middle of the Second World War, there were labor unrest waves in the United States (1941, 
1943), in Canada (1943), and the United Kingdom (1943), as well as in some African and 
Asian colonies such as Zambia (1940-1) and Singapore (1940). Nevertheless, the overall 
effect of the world wars (especially with the onset of war) was to decrease the levels of overt 
labor militancy on a world scale. See Sections III and IV for further discussion of the degree 
and durability of the world wars' dampening effect. 

3 We shall return in Section VI to a discussion of the similarities between the late-twentieth-
century (1990s) trough and late-nineteenth-century (1890s) trough. 

2000 • 
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Figure 4.2. Labor unrest, metropolitan countries, 1870-1996. 

in the decade leading up to the Second World War (from 859 in 1930 to 
1101 in 1934 and 1186 in 1938) - although the rise is less steep, and, as we 
shall see in Section III, its interpretation is less straightforward. 

This interrelationship between the world wars and the temporal pat-
terning of labor unrest is most striking for the metropolitan aggregate 
(see Figure 4.2). Yet, even for the colonial/semi-colonial aggregate, the link 
is clearly visible: labor unrest is rising on the eves of both world wars, and 
there are short-lived but major declines in overt unrest with the onset of war 
and major waves in the aftermath of the world wars (see Figure 4.3). T h e 
most conspicuous difference between the metropolitan and colonial/semi^ 
colonial patterns is the relative size of the two postwar labor unrest waves. 
For the metropolitan aggregate, the wave of labor unrest following the 
First World War is higher (but not longer) than the wave of labor unrest 
following the Second World War. For the colonial/semi-colonial aggre-
gate, however, the opposite is true, with the post-Second World War wave 
of labor unrest being far higher and longer than the post-First World War 
wave.4 

4 See Appendix A for a discussion on the post-Second World War paper shortage at The 
Times (London) as a potential source of underestimation of the size of the post-Second 
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Figure 4.3. Labor unrest, colonial and semi-colonial world, 1870-1996. 

Perhaps these links between world wars and labor unrest should come 
as no surprise. Indeed, there is a long tradition within the social sciences 
linking wars to labor militancy or to social conflict more generally.5 Michael 
Stohl (1980: 297) suggested that the "presumed nexus of civil conflict and 
international conflict" is "one of the most venerable hypotheses in the social 
science literature" - although he also points to the extensive debate around 
the exact form of this nexus as well as the nexus' spatial-temporal relevance. 

Stohl (1980: 297-8) identifies three (seemingly contradictory) subvari-
ants of the "nexus" hypothesis that have been widespread in the scholarly 
literature: 

(1) involvement i n war increases social cohesion a t the national level and 
thus brings about internal peace; 

(2) involvement in war increases social conflict at the national level and 
increases the chances of revolution; and 

World War wave of labor unrest. Nevertheless, the comparative (metropolitan-colonial) 
difference pointed to earlier would not be affected by the paper shortage. 

5 See for example, Lenin ([1916] 1971), Semmel (1960), Laqueur (1968), Hibbs (1978), Tilly 
(1978), Skocpol (1979), Mann (1988, 1993), cf. Goldstone (1991). See Levy (1989, 1998) 
and Stohl (1980) for extensive reviews of this literature. 
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(3) social conflict at the national level encourages governments to involve 
themselves in wars. 

Curiously, the patterns discussed here may be interpreted as providing sup-
port for all three of these hypotheses (with labor unrest and world wars as the 
two sides of the equation)/'1 Although often cast as mutually exclusive al-
ternatives, we will argue here that they are complementary hypotheses, but 
of different temporal relevance. Tha t is, hypothesis 3 (the oft-called scape-
goat or diversionary hypothesis) best describes the period leading up to the 
world wars; hypothesis 2, the aftermath of the world wars; and hypothesis 1, 
the duration of the hostilities. 

Thus, as the next section argues, late-nineteenth-century globalization 
undermined existing social compacts and created/strengthened new work-
ing classes, setting the stage for the growth of both Marx-type and Polanyi-
type labor unrest waves. Moreover, as argued in Sections III and IV, this 
growing labor unrest was both fed by and fed into interimperialist rival-
ries, producing a widening and deepening "vicious circle" of war and labor 
unrest during the first half of the twentieth century. 

The vicious circle of war and labor unrest in the first half of the twentieth 
century contrasts with the trajectory of world labor unrest in the second half 
of the century. World labor unrest in the first half of the century is rising 
and explosive in character; in the second half of the century world labor 
unrest is both declining and far less explosive. T h e contrasting pattern is 
visible in Figures 4.1 and 4.2 (but significantly, not Figure 4.3) as well as in 
the summary descriptive statistics provided in "fable 4.1. Both periods have 
about the same mean level of labor unrest per year: 935 and 984 average 
annual mentions of labor unrest, respectively. However, the rising trend of 

6 The three hypotheses cited by Stohl are formulated vaguely, with generic war on one side 
of the equation and social conflict and/or revolution on the other side. Indeed, Stohl points 
to this vagueness as a serious problem in the literature. For the war side of the equation, 
there has been substantial debate in the nexus literature (and in war studies more generally) 
as to whether all wars can be understood with reference to the same theoretical framework. 
For a sample of the debate, see the Midlarsky (1990) edited collection entitled "Big Wars, 
Little Wars - A Single Theory?" Likewise, Levy (1998) has complained that substantial 
confusion has been created in the domestic-international conflict literature by the variety 
of ways in which the relevant variables are conceptualized and measured. Domestic confl ict 
has been measured using anything from surveys to presidential popularity to revolutions. 
The international conflict variable has been measured using anything ranging from open 
warfare to posturing and threats. To be clear, the two sides of the equation examined here 
are labor unrest and world wars. 

' See Chapter 1 on the distinction between Polanyi-type and Marx-type labor unrest. 
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Table 4.1 World Labor Unrest in the Twentieth Century 
(Descriptive Statistics) 

1906-49 1950--96 

Trend"/significance .257 (.09) - 7 . 8 (.00) 

Mean mentions 935 984 

Explosiveness: standard deviation of 
mentions series 573 352 

Standardized linear coefficient. 

labor unrest in the first half of the twentieth century contrasts sharply with 
the declining trend of world labor unrest in the second half of the century. 
Moreover, whereas labor unrest is highly explosive in character in the first 
half of the century (as measured by the standard deviation from the mean), 
it is far less explosive in the second half of the century. 

The transition from a pattern of escalating and explosive labor mili-
tancy to a pattern of relatively smooth and declining labor militancy is 
tied to the establishment of a new world hegemonic regime at the close 
of the Second World War (see Section V). T h e transition is especially ap-
parent for the metropolitan aggregate of countries (compare Figures 4.2 
and 4.3). Labor movements - especially core labor movements - were ac-
commodated through various interlinked firm-level, national and inter-
national social compacts (and structural transformations supporting those 
compacts). Labor unrest remained at relatively high levels in the metropoli-
tan aggregate of countries for several decades after the war, but the partial 
de-commodification of labor brought about by these compacts brought an 
end to intense, politically revolutionary labor militancy in the core.8 

The fifty years after the Second World War, however, do no t fall into a 
single homogeneous pattern. For as Section VI argues, the social compacts 
on which stabilized labor-capital relations were based, were full of contra-
dictions from the start. When these social compacts collapsed in the 1980s, 
overt labor unrest in the core at first rose and then also collapsed. T h e col-
lapse appeared to be just a core country phenomenon in the 1980s (see 
Figure 4.2). Yet, by the early 1990s, a similar (lagged) pattern appeared in the 
post-colonial world - that is, a (larger) rise in overt labor unrest in the late 
1980s followed by a (smaller) collapse in the early 1990s (see Figure 4.3). 

8 For a discussion of periods of escalating (versus declining) social conflict, conceptualized 
within the context of cycles of world hegemony, from seventeenth-century Dutch hegemony 
to twentieth-century U.S. hegemony, see Silver and Slater (1999). 
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A final point to which we shall return is that of the relationship be-
tween the product-cycle dynamic discussed in Chapter 3 and the world war/ 
hegemonic dynamic introduced here. T h e product cycle and world war dy-
namics have had opposite impacts on the overall temporal-spatial profile of 
world labor unrest. T h e world war dynamic has a clustering effect, leading 
to periods of explosive world-scale outbreaks of labor militancy such as the 
two post-world-war periods. In contrast, the successive spatial fixes asso-
ciated with the product-cycle dynamic tend to have a "smoothing" effect, 
as the geographical relocation of production leads to spatial shifts across 
time in the epicenter of labor unrest. Upsurges in one place are counter-
balanced by (not unrelated) declines in other places. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, the world war dynamic overwhelmed product-cycle dy-
namics. In the period of U.S. hegemony, in contrast, the reconstruction of 
the world market and the transformed world political environment allowed 
the product-cycle dynamic to flourish.*' 

t 

II. Late-Nineteenth-Century Globalization and the Rise of the 
Modern Labor Movement 

The major mid-nineteenth-century expansion of the world economy - the 
so-called Golden Age of Capital - culminated in the Great Depression of 
1873-96, a period of intense mtercapitalist competition on a world scale. 
This competitive pressure, in turn, sparked a series of major transformations 
in world-scale processes of capital accumulation. It is in the context of these 
deep, rapid, and varied transformations that the modern labor movement 
in Western Europe and Nor th America was born. 

These transformations involved four types of fixes, three of which 
have been introduced in earlier chapters (the spatial, technological/ 
organizational, and product) and one that we will introduce here for the first 
time (the financial fix). T h e transformations brought about by these fixes, 
we will argue, undermined established customs and livelihoods (producing 
Polanyi-type movements of self-protection among craftworkers and peas-
ants). Simultaneously, however, they created and strengthened new working 

9 In Chapter 3, where we found a cluster oflabor unrest waves (such as for the textile industry in 
the 1920s and 1930s), we traced this chisteringto the organization of production and product 
cycle. That is, the widespread and simultaneous geographical diffusion of mechanized textile 
production, it was argued, produced simultaneous and widespread waves of labor unrest. 
This chapter suggests an additional explanation rooted in the world political context of the 
1920s and 1930s. 
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classes with strategic bargaining power in the expanding and profitable seg-
ments of the global economy, laying the foundations for waves ofMarx-typ e 

labor unrest. 
In the third quarter of the nineteenth century, as competition intensi-

fied on a world scale, commodity prices in both agriculture and industry 
collapsed, and profits shrank (Landes 1969: 231). Among the responses by 
firms was a combination of spatial and technological/organizational fixes. 
In the textile industry, as we saw in Chapter 3, mechanized textile produc-
tion spread rapidly to lower-wage areas in the late nineteenth century while 
ring spinning displaced mule-spinning technology, thereby creating a surge 
of unemployment among textile workers in established sites of production. 
This period was also characterized by the first major moves toward both 
the horizontal and vertical integration of production. These organizational 
innovations reduced the competitive pressures faced by capitalists - the 
vertically integrated firm in particular would become an imposing "barrier 
to entry" (Chandler 1977: 285, 299) - while increasing the size and re-
sources of the capitalist organizations confronted by workers and workers' 
movements. 

T h e search for product fixes - the movement of capital into new indus-
tries and product lines subject to less competition - also intensifi ed. Capital 
goods at first seemed to provide one such outlet. Yet, as more and more 
investment poured into the capital goods sector, competitive pressures also 
mounted there, prompting concerted efforts to decrease costs and increase 
control, in particular through technological fixes. By the end of the late-
nineteenth-century Great Depression, the capital goods sector had become 
the focal point of labor process transformations - in David Montgomery's 
words, it became the "cradle" in which "scientific management" was born 
(1987: 56). 

Another crucial product fix was to be found in the armaments industry. 
With the escalation of interirnperialist rivalries in the 1880s and 1890s, the 
"global, industrialized armaments business" (McNeill 1982: 241) became 
a major new sphere for profitable private investment. And, as we shall see 
in the next section, the armaments industry also became one of the most 
important sites of rapid new working-class formation and militancy. 

Finally, the arms race also opened up the space for the pursuit of yet 
another kind of fix, which we may call the financial fix.10 T h e financial 

! : This concept is derived from a related concept of financial expansions as recurrent phases 
of capitalist development on a world scale (Arrighi 1994; Arrighi and Silver 1999). Seen 

132 



II. Late-Nineteenth-Century Globalization and Labor 

fix shares analogies with the product fix - for just as capitalists attempt 
to shift into new lines of trade and production less subject to competi-
tive pressures through a product fix, so they shift capital entirely out of 
trade/production and into money lending, financial intermediation, and 
speculation. T h e profitability of the late-nineteenth-century financial fix 
was closely tied to the escalation of the arms race. T h e arms race created 
intense competition among states for access to borrowed funds to pay for 
military buildups, thus increasing the profitability of finance (Arrighi 1994: 
171-3). This financialization of capital weakened the marketplace bar-
gaining power of labor in those "overcrowded" industrial activities from 
which capital was withdrawing. To what extent this weakening was com-
pensated for by a growing demand for labor in armaments industries is 
unclear. 

What is clear is that, by the 1890s, the combination of the financial 
fix and other fixes began to reduce the competitive pressure on capital 
while increasing the competitive pressure on labor. Prices started to rise 
faster than wages, structural unemployment became persistent and there 
was a trend toward a growing polarization of wealth between rich and poor 
(Gordon, Edwards, and Reich 1982: 95-9; Boyer 1979; Phelps Brown and 
Browne 1968; Silver and Slater 1999). For the European bourgeoisie - and 
the British in particular - the period from 1896 to the outbreak of the 
First World War went down in history as the belle epoque (Hobsbawm 1987: 
168-9). 

T h e initial reaction of workers in metropolitan countries to capitalist re-
structuring was a major upsurge of labor unrest in the 1880s (see Figure 4.2). 
Labor unrest then declined in the late 1890s - coincident with the take-off 
of the financial expansion.11 Nevertheless, within a decade, labor unrest 
was once again rising rapidly, and it continued to do so until the outbreak 
of the First World War. This rising labor militancy took a variety of forms. 
By the end of the 1890s, trade unions and working-class parties were pro-
liferating throughout Europe and the Americas. The Second International 
was established, a significant number of socialists were getting elected to 

as a recurrent phenomenon, the financial expansion/fix of the late nineteenth century has 
important similarities with that of the late twentieth century, a point to which we shall 
return at the end of this chapter and in Chapter 5. 

11 Whether this decline was just a coincidence or whether the late-nineteenth-century finan-
cial fix actually weakened labor movements is a question to which we will return when we 
discuss the late-twentieth-century financial fix and its impact on labor movements in the 
final section of this chapter. 
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parliaments, and union membership was mushrooming (Abendroth 1972: 
Chapter 3; Hobsbawm 1987: 130). 

Insharp contrastto 1848 (or 1871), any success in repressing this upsurge 
proved to be temporary. T h e size and scope of the industrial working classes 
had grown enormously in the course of the second half of the nineteenth 
century. In Germany, while only 600,000 workers (or about 4 percent of 
the total labor force) were employed in mining and manufacturing in 1850, 
by 1873 the number had tripled, and by 1900 it had reached 5.7 million 
workers, or 22 percent of the total labor force (Kocka 1986: 296-7). In 
the United States between 1840 and 1870, employment in manufacturing 
increased fivefold. In Boston, the numbers employed in major industries 
doubled between 1845 and 1855 and doubled again between 1855 and 1865. 
In the three decades after the Civil War, the advances in industrial output 
and employment, the emergence of giant factories, and the disappearance 
of artisanal establishments were evenmore rapid (Gordon et al. 1982: 82-3; 
Shefter 1986:199-200; Bridges 1986: 173). 

T h e various technological/organizational fixes attacked craft standards 
and chipped away at the "consent" of the "labor aristocracy," inducing 
skilled workers to reach out to the growing ranks of unskilled workers. In 
Britain, the discontent of the artisanal elite and the growing size and power 
of unskilled workers combined to produce the "new unionism" of the late 
1880s. In only four years following 1888, union membership doubled from 
5 percent to 11 percent, with industrial unions in mining and transport 
leading the way. An employer offensive in the late 1890s was followed by 
another forward burst of unionism in the decade prior to the world war, 
with membership jumping to over 4 million and union density reaching 
25 percent.12 Trade unionism became more aggressive and political and 
less sectional, "absorbing unskilled, semiskilled, and skilled workers alike" 
(Mann 1993: 601-9). 

T h e trend toward greater unity of action and purpose across skill levels 
was visible wherever the old craft elite felt threatened while the new indus-
trial workforce mushroomed in size. In France, this period saw a "second 
great burst of socialist ferment and organization," but it was also the first 
time that "factory workers and artisans were integrated into a common 
class-conscious movement" (Sewell 1986: 67-70). In the United States, 
union membership increased fourfold between 1880 and 1890, while strike 

12 A similar timing of labor unrest ups/downs for those years is visible for the metropolitan 
aggregate in Figure 4.2 
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activity swelled in the 1890s and the first decade of the twentieth century. 
The spark for strikes in this period was often attacks on the customary 
rights of craftworkers. But strikes tended to spread quickly and envelop the 
full labor force in large factories. Cooperation between skilled and unskilled 
workers (and men and women) could also be seen in the widespread commu-
nity support in manufacturing towns that striking workers received. Late-
nineteenth-century strikes were frequently accompanied by marches from 
factory to factory, and through working-class neighborhoods, calling for 
support. Nonstriking members of these working-class communities com-
monly participated in these marches and open-air meetings (Shefter 1986: 
217-18; Brecher 1972; Gordon etal. 1982: 121-7; Montgomery 1979). 

The mushrooming size of the unskilled workforce and its concentration 
in downtown factory districts and working-class neighborhoods facilitated 
both the rapid spread of protest across categories of workers and plants, 
and a growing common class consciousness. Protests launched in one plant 
or neighborhood quickly spread, leading contemporary observers to use 
the epidemiological metaphor of "contagious diseases" to describe the dif-
fusion of protest. "This density and intensity of 'communicable' protest," 
wrote Gordon et al. (1982: 126), "both tookroot in the increasingly homo-
genous working conditions of masses of wage workers and helped to con-
tribute to these workers' spreading consciousness of common problems and 
conditions." 

While the most spectacular trade union growth took place in Britain, and 
the most violent class warfare erupted in the United States, the most stun-
ning example of working-class party growth was in Germany. T h e German 
Social Democratic Party (SDP) quickly became the largest political party 
after the abrogation of the antisocialist laws in 1890. T h e electoral strength 
of the SDP doubled from 10 percent of the vote in 1887 to 23 percent in 
1893. They attracted "nearly one and a half million votes in 1890, over 
two millions in 1898, three millions out of an electorate of nine millions 
m 1903, and four and a quarter millions in 1912." T h e German case was 
the most striking example of a general process. While mass working-class 
parties barely existed in 1880, by 1906 they were "the norm" in industrializ-
ing countries wherever they were legal. In Scandinavia and Germany, they 
were already the largest party (although still not a majority) (Barraclough 
1967: 135; Piven 1992: 2). 

T h e rise of working-class parties and the general agitation for uni-
versal manhood suffrage presented a profound challenge to the British-
centered world capitalist system. In Polanyi's words: "Inside and outside 
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England . . . there was not a militant liberal who did not express his con-
viction that popular democracy was a danger to capitalism" ([1944] 1957: 

226). A common response to the challenge was repression (the German 
Social Democratic Party was oudawed in 1879), but pure repression was 
no longer a sufficient response. In 1890, the ban on the German SDP was 
removed, and major extensions of the franchise were won throughout most 
of Europe around the turn of the century. To be sure, as suffrage rights 
were broadened, various tactics (e.g., limiting the constitutional powers of 
directly elected bodies and gerrymandering) were introduced as safeguards 
(Hobsbawm 1987: 85-99, 116-18). Nevertheless, the emergence of politi-
cally organized working classes was a profound transformation and required 
more than a modification of tactics; a fundamental change in ruling class 
strategies was required (Therborn 1977: 23-8). 

This fundamental change might be dubbed "the socialization of the 
state." By the end of the late-nineteenth-century Great Depression, writes 
Polanyi ([1944] 1957: 216-17), "all western countries . . . irrespective of 
national mentality or history" moved toward the implementat ion of poli-
cies designed to protect citizens against the disruptions caused by a self-
regulating market. Social insurance schemes (old-age pensions, health and 
unemployment insurance) were introduced as part of an effort to take the 
steam out of socialist agitation. Germany was precocious with the first 
moves in the 1880s, but others soon followed suit (Abbott and DeViney 
1992).13 

These measures were part of a more general development of a cross-
class alliance in favor of a strong and activist state. T h e intense com-
petition that characterized the Great Depression prompted clamors for 
protection from all segments of the class spectrum. T h e agrarian classes 
in continental Europe were especially hard hit by the massive inflow of 
imported grains as the steamship and railroads (and free-trade policies) al-
lowed cheap American and Russian supplies to flood the continental market 
(Mayer 1981). Moreover, the national bourgeoisies of continental Europe, 

13 W h e n the slump of 1873-9 hit Germany, the spread of unemployment, labor unrest, and 
socialist agitation, combined with a crippling fiscal crisis of the Reich, induced Chancellor 
Bismarck to intervene to protect German society, lest the ravages of unfettered market 
competition destroy the imperial edifice he had just built. At the same time, the growing 
convergence of agrarian and industrial interests in pressing for governmental protection 
from foreign competition provided Bismarck with unique opportunities to use the political 
power invested in the Reich executive "to secure a new balance of power between the Reich 
and the states . . . and to complete the national unification by cementing it with unbreakable 
economic ties" (Rosenberg 1943 67-8; Arrighi and Silver 1999: 124-5). 
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which had tended to see international free trade as being in their own 
as well as Britain's interest during the mid nineteenth century, changed 
their tune by the 1878 Congress of Berlin. T hey joined agrarian elites 
in demanding that government action be oriented toward obtaining ex-
clusive spheres of influence, protected markets, and privileged sources of 
supply-

In the United States, repeated overproduction crises in agriculture led 
to vigorous demands from farmers for government action aimed at expand-
ing their markets and providing them with cheap railroad transportation 
(LaFeber 1963: 9-10; Williams 1969: 20-2). T h e depression of 1893 (the 
first crisis in the United States to hit manufacturing harder than agricul-
ture) cemented the alliance between agriculturalists and industrialists in 
favor of aggressive overseas expansion. T h e fact that this depression was 
accompanied by widespread social unrest contributed to the sense of ur-
gency. As William A. Williams (1969: 41) noted: "The economic impact 
of the depression [of 1893], and its effect in producing a real fear of ex-
tensive social unrest and even revolution," led U.S. business and govern-
ment leaders to finally accept "overseas expansion as the strategic solution 
to the nation's economic and social problems." One immediate outcome 
was the U.S. government decision to fight Spain on two fronts in 1898 -
a war in large measure designed to expand U.S. access to the markets 
of Asia. 

These colonial wars and growing interimperialist rivalries, in turn, pro-
vided another incentive for the "socialization of the state." Rulers were 
increasingly dependent on the active co-operation of their citizens for im-
perial expansion and war. Prior to the nineteenth century, states relied 
mainly on paid professional mercenaries and "gentlemen" to fight wars, 
and these could drag on for years without provoking mass social unrest. 
T h e mobilization of citizen armies during the Napoleonic Wars was a first 
premonition of things to come - a premonition that led Europe's rulers 
to end experiments and restore old-style armies after the war. As William 
McNeill has pointed out, the experience of warfare in the age of revolution 
convinced Europe's rulers that "the fierce energy of the French conscripts 
in 1793-95, and the nationalist fervor of some German citizen soldiers in 
1813-14, could challenge constituted authority as readily as it could con-
firm and strengthen it." By restoring the old-style armies, Europe's rulers 
"refrained from tapping the depths of national energies that the revolu-
tionary years unveiled." But they also kept "the specter of revolutionary 
disorder at bay" (McNeill 1982: 221). 
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Nevertheless, by the end of the nineteenth century, states were once 
again developing nationalism and patriotism as the new civil religion and as 
a basis for mobilizing soldiers as citizens (Tilly 1990; Mann 1988). More-
over, with the growing industrialization of war in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries (McNeill 1982: Chapters 7-8), workers became 
critical cogs in the war machine, not only at the front, but also behind the 
front lines in factories. Thus, the successful prosecution of wars increas-
ingly required the support of worker-citizens. The extension of democratic 
and workers' rights was aimed at shoring up the loyalty of the working 
classes and at keeping the specter of revolution at bay, but, given the de-
structiveness of modern warfare, it was, as we shall see, at best an unstable 
solution. 

Thus by the eve of the First World War, world politics and labor pol-
itics were already deeply (and dysfunctionally) intertwined. If we were to 
judge from the direction of mass labor protest in the decades leading up 
to the First World War, it would appear that national hegemonic projects 
fusing national and social protection were not successfully containing social 
tensions. As Figure 4.2 shows, labor unrest in the metropolitan countries 
escalated in the decade leading up to the outbreak of the First World War. 
During the belle epoque, strategically located working classes continued to 
grow rapidly in size. Moreover, these working classes took advantage of 
their strategic location in an increasingly planned and conscious fashion to 
launch mass strikes in the sectors that were the lifeblood of the world capi-
talist system, especially coal mining, maritime transportation, and railways. 

III. The Vicious Circle of International and Domestic Conflict 

The moves and countermoves leading up to the outbreak of die First World 
War have been widely taken to provide support f or the validity of the scape-
goat hypothesis (hypothesis 3, in Section I), Tha t is, the outbreak of the war 
is widely seen as, in large measure, being prompted by "diversionary" moves 
on the part ofsome of Europe's leaders. A. J. P. Tiylor (1954: 529) wrote of 
a direct link, arguing that Europe's leading statesmen in 1914 believed "that 
war would stave off their social and political problems." Likewise, Kaiser 
(1983) argued that "a far-reaching consensus now agrees that German for-
eign policy after 1897 must be understood as a response to the internal 
threat of socialism and democracy." 

In addit ion to these direct links, more roundabout linkages between labor 
unrest and the outbreak of the First World War can be seen in the colonialist 
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adventures of the late 1890s and 1900s. These conflicts - motivated at 
least in part by an effort to divert increasing class antagonisms - directly 
contributed to the tensions leading to the outbreak of the First World 
War. (Semmel 1960; Fischer 1975; Mayer 1967, 1977; Berghahn 1973; see 
also Levy 1998; Rosecrance 1963; Lebow 1981: chapter 4; Ritter 1970, 
vol. 2: 227-39.) Moreover, to the extent that the state's growing social-
protectionist role could only be successfully implemented through the ex-
pansion of markets and access to resources, the likelihood ofinterimperialist 
clashes increased, especially given the fact that a growing number of rivals 
were pursuing similar strategies. 

By the turn of the century, rulers had learned that little victorious 
wars could provide a "diversion" and bolster governments. The Spanish-
American War (for the United States) and the South African War (for the 
United Kingdom) were two such examples. However, the revolutionary up-
heavals that shook the Russian Empire in the wake of its 19 0 5 defeat byjapan 
also showed the potential boomerang effect of lost (or otherwise unpopular) 
wars. On the eve of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904, the Russian interior 
minister had openly stated that "this country needs . . . a short victorious war 
to stem die tide of revolution" (Levy 1989: 264), If European rulers hoped 
in 1914 for a popular little war, they badly misjudged the changed condi-
tions that the industrialization and nationalization of warfare had brought 
about. 

If the behavior of rulers in the buildup to the First World War is widely 
seen as supporting hypothesis 3, then the collapse of the Second Interna-
tional and the general decline of labor militancy with the outbreak of the 
war are widely seen as providing strong support for hypothesis 1 (linking 
war to social cohesion). Given the militancy of European working classes 

l the decades leading up to the war, it surprised most contemporary ob-
servers when European ci zens (including most of the working class) went 
to war in 1914 with apparent enthusiasm. It now appeared that the ruling 
elites of metropolitan countries had successfully fashioned national hege-
monic projects that brought cross-class allegiance to the state. Indeed, once 
the masses were in a position to make demands on their respective states 
for social and economic protection, workers backed their states, nation-
alism waxed, and international socialism collapsed (Carr 1945: 20-1; also 
Abendroth 1972; Haupt 1972). 

To the surprise of the war planners, draft evasion was virtually nonex-
istent. Labor militancy and socialist agitation declined precipitously in the 
belligerent countries during the first years of the war (cf. Figure 4.2). To be 
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sure, this decline in part had coercive roots14 but it was also rooted in active 
government eff orts to secure the consent and cooperation of trade unionists. 
Tripartite agreements between trade unions, employers, and governments 
secured no strike pledges from union leaders in exchange for government 
and employer recognition of trade unions and the establishment of col-
lective bargaining and grievance procedures. For the union movement in 

.many countries (e.g., the United States), the First World War marked the 
first time that employers relaxed their implacable hostility to trade unions 
(Hibbs 1978: 157; see also Feldman 1966; Brody 1980; Dubofsky 1983; 
Davis 1986; Giddens 1987). 

N o t only were trade union rights expanded during the war, bu t major 
expansions of the right to vote also took place during the war and its after-
math. Thus, John Markoff has emphasized that the "vital national interest" 
in labor peace during wartime made wartime propitious for the successful 
expansion of suffrage rights for both propertyless men and women (the lat-
ter were drawn into wartime factories in large numbers). In Belgium, for 
example, there had been mass strikes in 1886, 1888, 1891, 1893, 1902, and 
1913 for which universal suffrage was a central demand, yet Belgium en-
tered the First World War with a voting system in which older men owning 
property had three votes. By the war's end, however, Belgium had equal 
male suffrage (1996: 73-4, 85).15 

Nevertheless, a central characteristic of the early twentieth century was 
the extremely unstable nature of all these national hegemonic compacts. 
T h e brutality of the war soon disabused many of the idea that a success-
ful formula for protecting citizens had been found. Once the wheel turned 
from nationalist to revolutionary fervor, the arms used to defend the consti-
tuted order were used to challenge it. Demobilized and deserting soldiers 

14 Tilly (1989: 441-2) saw a general tendency for the repressive capacity of governments to 
increase during wartime. This increased coercive capacity of the state is further enhanced, 
he argued, as a result of the decreased organizational capacity of workers' movements 
in wartime. Organized workers are called into military service or shifted to war-related 
industries, while new proletarians without organizational traditions are brought into the 
factories en masse. 

15 Looking at it from the opposite side, military strategists developed campaigns designed 
to undermine "popular support" among the enemies' population. During the First World 
War, new military strategies (such as naval blockades) aimed at cutting off food supplies 
and raising the threat of mass starvation among noncoinbatants. Designed to create do-
mestic instability on the enemies' home front, such strategies recognized the importance of 
retaining popular loyalty (and the danger of losing mass support) for success in war (Offer 
1985). 
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r e t u r n e d to their towns and villages from the battleground, carrying both 
the message of revolution and the guns with which to fight for it (Wolf 
1969). A major wave of rebellions and revolutions exploded in the midst of 
the war and continued in its aftermath. 

If the collapse of the Second International is among the most vivid images 
in support of hypothesis 1, then widespread revolutionary crises in the final 
years of the First World War and its aftermath are among the most vivid 
images in support of hypothesis 2 linking war and revolution. Indeed, in the 
case of the First World War, the dampening eff ect of war on labor unrest did 
not last until the end of the war. By 1916, mushrooming strikes, desertions, 
and revolts gave lie to the conclusion that stable national hegemonies had 
been formed. By the time of the 1917 Russian Revolution, antiwar feeling 
among the populations of Europe was probably a majority sentiment. And in 
1918, it seemed like socialist revolution would spread throughout Europe. 

T h e strikes in the 1905-14 period revealed the vulnerability of capital 
to labor agitation in transportation and mining industries. During the war 
itself, the vast and rapidly expanding armaments industries (see Section II) 
proved most vulnerable to labor militancy. T h e industrialization of war 
meant massive private and public investments in weapons manufacture. 
Workers in the metalworking industries became critical cogs in the war 
machine, supplying the soldiers at the front. But the industrialization of war 
also meant a confrontation with craftworkers as efforts to mechanize arms 
production were pushed forward. It was in the metalworking industries 
that the Tripartite Agreements first floundered, for it was here that "the 
traditional force of labour organization" (the skilled craftworkers) "met 
the modern factory." T h e vast armaments industries - in Britain, Germany, 
France, Russia, and the United States - became the centers of industrial and 
antiwar militancy by both skilled and unskilled workers. T h e metalworkers 
in the factories turned to revolution during and after the war, as did "the ne w 
high-tech navies" or "floating factories" at Kronstadt and Kiel (Hobsbawm 
1994; 1987: 123-4; Cronin 1983: 33-5). 

In the wake o f t he Great War, a deep fear of revolution gripped the ruling 
elites of Europe All the defeated powers - Germany, Hungary, Turkey, 
Bulgaria, and Russia - suffered revolutions and state breakdowns. Moreover, 
even those countries that had won the war faced massive social unrest. In 
1919, the British prime minister Lloyd George observed: "[T]he whole of 
Europe is filled with the spirit of revolution. There is a deep sense not only 
of discontent, but of anger and revolt among the workmen against prewar 
conditions. T h e whole existing order in its political, social and economic 
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aspects is questioned by the masses of the population from one end of 
Europe to the other" (quotedin Cronin 1983: 23). Lenin's 1916 prediction 
that imperialism would intensify all the contradictions of capitalism and 
thus would mark "the eve of the social revolution of the proletariat" seemed 
confirmed ([1916] 1971: 175). 

Yet, with the failure of revolution in Germany and the fascist takeover 
in Italy, the waves of labor unrest and revolution began to subside. In what 
Polanyi ([1944] 1957) has labeled the "conservative twenties" a consensus 
developed among Europe's political and economic elite in favor of policies 
designed to turn the clock back to the nineteenth century. 1 he proponents 
of this restorationist program argued that a return to the gold standard and 
international free trade was necessary to reestablish the virtuous circle of 
international and domestic peace that had characterized the mid-nineteenth 
century. But as predicted by a prescient contemporary (Keynes [1971] 1920), 
such an effort was doomed to create a new round of social dislocation and 
unleash once again the vicious circle of international and domestic conflict. 

A global self-regulating market was even more of a Utopian project 
in the 1920s than it had been in the nineteenth century. T h e mechanisms 
that, for a short period in the nineteenth century, had absorbed the 
social tensions produced by laissez-faire policies were no longer there. 
First, the new center of wealth and power (the largely self-sufficient and 
protectionist United States) was a poor substitute for the British entrepot, 
which had been prepared to absorb a large share of the world's nonin-
dustrial exports in the nineteenth century. Second, the largest industrial 
countries - first and foremost the United States - closed their frontiers to 
large-scale immigration after the war, thus eliminating "one of the most 
effective and necessary safety valves of the nineteenth-century interna-
tional order" (Carr 1945: 22-3; see also O'Rourke and Williamson 1999: 
Chapter 10). 

This change in immigration policy was partly a response to labor-
movement demands for protection from intense labor-market competition. 
As such it was related to yet another difference between the mid-nineteenth-
century environment in which the British-sponsored world-economic lib-
eralization took place and the environment in which the 1920s restoration 
was attempted. T hat is, despite the widespread defeats suffered by labor 
and socialist movements, the power of the working classes to resist laissez-
faire policies was far greater in the 192 0s than it had been in the 1840s and 
1850s. Democratic governments now had to demonstrate concern about 
wage levels and living standards of their own workers (and citizens more 
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generally) - something that was of little concern to nineteenth-century 
economic liberals. 

In this highly unpropi lious environment, the international gold com-
mission in Geneva began forcing on countries what today have become 
known as "structural adjustment" policies to promote healthy (convertible) 
currencies. These policies created immense social dislocations. Govern-
ments were forced to choose between sound currency and improved social 
services, between the confidence of international financial markets and the 
confidence of the masses, between following the dictates of Geneva and 
following the results of the democratic ballot box. For those governments 
tempted to make the wrong choice, the mechanism to punish noncom-
pliance was most effective. "Flight of capi tal . . . [played] a vital role in the 
overthrow of the liberal governments in France in 1925, and again in 1938, 
as well as in the development of a fascist movement in Germany in 1930." 
In Austria in 1923, in Belgium and France in 1926, and in Germany and 
England in 1931, labor parties were eliminated from government, social 
services and wages were reduced, and unions were busted in vain attempts 
to "save the currency" (Polanyi [1944] 1957: 24, 229-33). 

Restoring the gold standard became "the symbol of world solidarity" 
in, the 1920s. But within a year or two after the Wall Street crash, it be-
came clear that the restorationists' efforts had failed abysmally. Although 
unsuccessful, the effort to restore the gold standard had important social 
and political effects: "free markets had not been restored though free gov-
ernments bad been sacrificed." Democratic forces "which might otherwise 
have averted the fascist catastrophe" were weakened by the "stubbornness 
of economic liberals" who had, in the service of deflationary policies, sup-
ported the authoritarian policies of (often democratically elected) govern-
ments throughout the 1920s (Polanyi [1944] 1957: 26, 233-4). But in the 
1920s, no amount of repression could reestablish the nineteenth-century 
world order, and the facade of international elite unity collapsed together 
with the restorationist effort. 

In the wake of the Crash of 1929, with the political credibility of 
high finance and liberal governments destroyed, experiments with fusing 
national and social hegemonic projects were taken much further than they 
had been in the period leading up to the First World War. T h e New Deal, 
the Soviet Five-Year Plan, fascism, and Nazism were different ways of 
jumping off the disintegrating world market into the life raft of the na-
tional economy. These competing national projects shared two common 
characteristics. First, they discarded laissez-faire principles; second, they 
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promoted rapid industrial expansion as part of an effort to overcome the 
social and political crises caused by the failure of the market system, and 
mass unemployment in particular (Polanyi [1944] 1957: Chapter 2). 

But rapid industrial expansion relieved unemployment only by exac-
erbating other sources of domestic and international tensions. First and 
foremost, it increased pressures to seek out new markets and new sources 
of raw materials. These pressures, in turn, brought about a renewed esca-
lation of interimperialist rivalries as the major powers sought out exclusive 
and protected overseas domains. Britain, with its huge head start in overseas 
territorial expansion, already controlled a vast empire in Asia and Africa. 
T h e United States was itself a continental empire and was expanding with 
ease in Latin America by replacing Britain as the center of an informal 
empire. Russia likewise was continental in size, but it had no informal em-
pire ol its own and far less secure frontiers than the United States. The 
Axis powers, in contrast, felt constrained by their relative backwardness as 
empire builders and their relatively small geographical home bases; thus, 
they began to challenge actively and aggressively the existing distribution 
of political-economic space (Neumann 1942). 

As interimperialist rivalries re-ignited, the pressure to industrialize in-
tensified given the now intimate links between industrial and military capa-
bilities. The vicious circle of escalating domestic and international conflict 
of the Edwardian era resurfaced in core countries in the 1930s and 1940s 
with a vengeance. Figure 4.2 shows a virtual repeat of the pattern of es-
calating labor unrest on the eve of the war, declining overt militancy with 
the outbreak of the war, and a major explosion in the aftermath of the war 
itself. Nevertheless, the causal link between labor unrest and the outbreak 
of war - the role of "diversionary" hypothesis 3 - is more mediated in the 
case of the Second World War in comparison with the First World War. 
The main sites of metropolitan labor unrest in the years immediately prior 
to the outbreak of the Second World War (e.g., the United States, France) 
were not the countries that initiated the Second World War. Instead, in the 
case of the Second World War, the link appears to be to the major waves of 
labor unrest and revolutionary crises in countries such as Germany, Italy, 
and Japan in the 1920s. Labor was roundly defeated, but antilabor, counter-
revolutionary alliances brought aggressively expansionist regimes to power 
in the process. 

T h e geographical scope of the second round of the vicious circle was far 
greater than the first. The military-industrial complexes brought into con-
frontation during the war were of incomparably greater destructive power. 
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Not unrelated was the fact that the labor unrest and revolutionary upheavals 
that followed the Second World War engulfed a much greater proportion of 
die globe. It is to this mid-twentieth-century globalization of labor unrest 
and revolutionary processes that we now turn. 

IK Labor Unrest, World War, and National Liberation in the 
Colonial World 

So far our discussion has focused on the metropolitan or core countries. Yet, 
the dislocations and transformations associated with growing interimperi-
alist rivalries and spreading colonialism also produced rising labor militancy 
and social conflict of both the Marx-type and the Polanyi-type throughout 
the colonial and semi-colonial world. T h e period from the late-nineteenth-
century Great Depression to the First World War was characterized by 
massive new waves of proletarianization throughout the world. Wi th the 
spread of railroads and steamships, the intensification o£ competition that 
marked the late-nineteenth-century Great Depression shook local class re-
lations from South America to Asia and Africa. From the sugar plantations of 
Morelos in Mexico to the vineyards of western Algeria and the rubber plan-
tations of southern Vietnam, the new opportunities to sell cash crops in the 
world market initiated a race by foreign and local capitalist entrepreneurs 
to grab land, labor, and other resources. T he result was a crisis of livelihood 
for the peasantry and a crisis of legitimacy for existing social contracts upon 
which political stability had been based (Wolf 1969; Walton 1984). 

A major spark for labor unrest in the late-nineteenth-century colonial 
and semi-colonial world was resistance to being proletarianized - a subtype 
of what we have called Polanyi-type resistance.16 At the same time, how-
ever, new, strategically located working classes were being created - hence 
creating the foundation for future waves of Marx-type labor unrest. 

In the decade leading up to the First World War, W L G mentions of 
labor unrest in the colonial and semi-colonial world concentrate in mining 
and transportation industries. T h e growth in labor unrest (see Figure 4.3) 

16 We have defined resistance to proletarianization as a form of labor unrest, but the news-
papers tend to report on these actions as "native revolts," which we did not record in the 
W L G database. (See Appendix A.) As a result, the overall degree oflabor unrest in the late-
nineteenth-century colonial world is no doubt underestimated in the W L G database ancl, 
as such, in Figure 4.3. Resistance to proletarianization was also an important component 
of overall labor unrest in Europe during this period, particularly in response to disruptions 
in the agrarian sector (Mayer 1981). 
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takes place in the context of a first wave of nationalist revolts led by West-
ernized elites, increasingly disillusioned with both the ancien regimes and 
Western supremacy.1 While labor unrest declined during the war, the war 
itself nevertheless had a radicalizing effect on labor movements in the colo-
nial world. T h e long arm of the European state reached into its colonies 
and pulled out workers to fight as soldiers in colonial armies on faraway bat-
tlefields. Resentments against such mobilizations fueled worker radicalism 
and and-colonialism (Chandavarkar 1994). 

In the aftermath of the First World War, W L G labor unrest mentions 
in the colonial and semi-colonial world reach a new historical peak (see 
Figure 4.3) with mining and transportation still accounting for the bulk of 
labor unrest mentions. There is a slight dip from the immediate postwar 
peak, but then unrest mentions start to rise again in the 1920s and 1930s 
up to the eve of the Second World War. '.Throughout, export industries 
(especially mining) and allied transport industries remain important 
(Bergquist 1986; Brown 1988; Silver 1995b: 179). Nevertheless, by the 
1920s and 1930s, the number of labor unrest mentions among factory 
workers is also rising, reflecting the spread of manufacturing (especially 
textiles) to the colonial and semi-colonial world in the previous three 
decades (see Chapter 3).18 

T h e disruptive power of this mass mobilization was enhanced by the fact 
that, by the eve of the Second World War, the colonies and semi-colonies 
were tightly interwoven into the supply structures of the imperial powers 
(as suppliers of both men and material). T h e Second World War (and the 
buildup to it) led to rapid urbanization and growth in the size of export en-
claves and provided workers in these enclaves with strong bargaining power. 
Just as the metropolitan workers in the armaments industries occupied a 

1 Japan's military victory over Russia in 1905, even more than the 1905 Russian Revolu-
tion itself, had an electrifying effect on colonial elites throughout Asia. According to Sun 
Zhongshan, "the Russian defeat by Japan [was regarded] as the defeat of the West by the 
East. We regarded the Japanese victory as our own victory." And Jawaharlal Nehru recalled 
how as a schoolboy in India: "Japanese victories stirred up my enthusiasm Nationalistic 
ideas filled my mind. I mused of Indian freedom I dreamed of brave deeds of how, sword 
in hand, I would fight for India and help in freeing her" (quoted by Stavrianos 1981: 3 89). 

13 Looking back at our discussion of the textile industry in Chapter 3, we can now see that the 
global political environment was surely important in magnifying the worldwide textile labor 
unrest wave of the 1920s and 1930s. Likewise, the contrasting world political environment 
of the 1920s/1930s and the 1960s/1970s provides an additional explanation for the mature-
phase differences between labor unrest patterns in the automobile and textile industries, 
apart from the differences in the two industries' structural characteristics already noted in 
Chapter 3. 
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strategic position within the military-industrial complexes of the belliger-
ents, so the colonial export enclaves occupied strategic positions within 
the resource-needs structures of the imperial powers (Bergquist 1986; 
Brown 1988). 

To be sure, war did no t everywhere lead to a strengthening of the work-
ing class. In Shanghai, which had been the center of the textile industry 
and of working class formation, the war essentially wiped out the working 
class as factories closed and workers returned to the countryside so as to 
be able to survive (Honig 1986).19 But in the areas that were being incor-
porated into resource provisioning, rather than being plundered, the war 
strengthened the strategic bargaining power of workers. One indication 
of the effectiveness of strikes In these sectors Is Britain's decision to intro-
duce trade unions and conciliation and arbitration mechanisms through-
out its empire during the Second World War. During the First World 
War, tripartite agreements among trade unions, employers, and states 
only emerged in metropolitan countries and were rapidly eliminated af-
ter the war. The tripartite agreements concluded during the Second World 
War were more permanent, involved far greater concessions to labor in 
metropolitan countries, and were much broader in geographical spread. 
(On Britain's colonial trade union policy, see Cooper 1996; Brown 1988; 
Burawoy 1982.)20 

Growing labor militancy intertwined with growing nationalist agitation. 
The elites who led the nationalist movements in the years leading up to 
the First World War made little or no attempt to mobilize the mass of the 
population into the nationalist struggle. However, in the mterwar years, 
partly in response to the 1917 Russian Revolution and the spread of so-
cialist ideology, the (successful) nationalist leaders - both communist and 
noncommunist - began "broadening. . . the basis of resistance to foreign 
colonial power by the organization of a mass following among peasants 
and workers and the forging of links between the leaders and the people" 
(Barraclough 1967: 178). 

In India, the shift from "nationalist agitation on a relatively narrow 
middle-class basis" to mass mobilization took place in 1920 when 
Gandhi launched the first national civil disobedience campaign. Gandhi's 

19 Such dislocation, on the other hand, fostered "peasant" mobilization for revolution. 
20 To be sure, the extension of the idea of workers' rights to the colonial world by the imperial 

power raised problems of system-level profitability that prompted new boundary-drawing 
schemes - an issue already introduced in Chapter 1 and to which we will return below. 
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"outstanding contribution in the phase immediately following the First 
World War was to bring Congress to the masses and thus to make it a mass 
movement" (Barraclough 1967: 180; see also Chatterjee 1986). 

In China, an analogous shift was made around 1924 when Sun 
Zhongshan reorganized the Guomindang (GMD) after a wave of labor 
militancy in China induced him to rethink the role of the popular classes in 
the nationalist movement. Prior to 1924, social issues played little part in his 
program. But by 1924 he had made contacts with the Russian Bolsheviks, 
placed the economic question at the head of his program, allied with the 
Communist Party, and reorganized the G M D into a mass party with a 
revolutionary army as its spearhead (Barraclough 1967: 182). 

Likewise, b y the 1940s, the leading nationalist movements in Africa (e.g., 
the Gold Coast and Nigeria) had moved from being "middle-class parties 
with limited popular contacts, to mass parties which mobilized support by 
combining national with social objectives for the attainment of which the 
whole people could be stirred to action" (Barraclough 1967: 189). Thus, na-
tionalist movements in Asia and Africa increasingly merged with social rev-
olutions. It became clear that a successful independence movement required 
mass agitation. As Kwame Nkrumah put it, "a middle class elite, without the 
battering ram of the illiterate masses could never hope to smash the forces 
of colonialism." But the loyalty of the masses could not be secured with-
out promising that radical social change ("the building of a new society") 
would be high on the agenda of the nationalist movements (Barraclough 
1967: 190; Nkrumah 1965: 177). 

As in the aftermath of the First World War, so in the aftermath of the 
Second World War, major waves of labor unrest spread through the colonial 
and semi-colonial world. But the post-Second World War wave is far higher 
and lasts far longer (see Figure 4.3). 

With the communist victory in China in 1949, the problem of re-
pressing or accommodating the social revolutionary challenge from the 
non-Western world moved to center stage in the global strategies of the 
new hegemonic power. Until 1949, attention had been focused on Europe 
where, as a U.S. undersecretary of commerce reported to President Truman 
in 1947, " m o s t . . . countries were standing on the very brink [of revolution] 
and may be pushed over at any time; others are gravely threatened" (quoted 
in Loth 1988: 137). By 1949, the social revolutionary threat was unmistak-
able. Instead of "a single, weak and isolated USSR, something like a dozen 
states had emerged, or were emerging, from the second great wave of global 
revolution. . . . N o r was the impetus of global revolution exhausted, for the 
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decolonization of the old imperialist overseas possessions was still in full 
progress" (Hobsbawm 1994: 82). 

V. U. S. Hegemony and Mass Consumption and Developmentaiist 
Social Contracts 

With the establishment of U.S. world hegemony in the aftermath of the 
Second World War, the vicious circle of war and labor unrest was brought to 
a close. In the first half of the twentieth century, labor movements worldwide 
had grown in strength and militancy, while efforts to accommodate and/or 
repress them failed. Waves oflabor unrest intertwined with widespread rev-
olutionary upheavals across the globe. Yet, as noted in Section I, a clear shift 
in the dynamics of world-scale labor unrest occurred, from rising/explosive 
in the first half of the century to stable/declining in the post-Second World 
War period (see Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1). 

T h e shift was in part related to the unprecedented concentration of mil-
itary and economic power in the hands of the United States at the close 
of the Second World War, thus putting to an end the great power rivalries 
that fed the vicious circle of war and labor unrest. Nevertheless, this con-
centration of economic and military power in itself is insufficient to explain 
the shift. Of equal importance were deep institutional reforms at the firm, 
national, and especially global levels that partially de-commodified labor. 
T h e reforms outlined here were a response to the growing strength of labor 
worldwide and to the major successes of revolutionary movements (espe-
cially the Soviet and Chinese) in achieving state power in the first half of 
the century/1 

21 The importance of the ongoing global revolutionary challenge in determining the rela-
tively reformist bent of U.S. world hegemony in the immediate post-Second World War i 
period becomes clearer if we contrast the situation faced by Britain in the early years of 
British world hegemony with that faced by the United States in the early years of U.S. 
world hegemony. At the outset of British world hegemony, France (the main great-power 
embodiment of the revolutionary challenge of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries) had suffered a decisive military defeat, as did the British labor movement do-
mestically. Britain did not face a serious popular revolutionary challenge, and thus the 
initial thrust of British domestic and international policy in the immediate aftermath of 
the Napoleonic Wars was repression at home and the restoration of ancien regimes on the 
Continent. Reform policies only emerged later. In contrast, at the outset of U.S. hege-
mony, the Soviet Union (the main great-power embodiment of the revolutionary challenge 
of the first half of the twentieth ceiitury) emerged from the Second World War battered, 
but much stronger politically and militarily. Moreover, both labor and nationalist move-
ments emerged from the twentieth-century world wars strengthened and radicalized. The 
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Institutional transformations at the global level were especially impor-
tant for they provided the context in which national social compacts could 
attain some stability. In the first half of the century, as we argued earlier, 
the various efforts at national social compacts had the unintended effect 
of fostering the movement toward global economic instability and war-
fare. In sponsoring global institutional transformations that allowed for a 
partial de-commodification of labor power at the firm and national level, 
the United States became hegemonic in a Gramscian sense. It led the world 
capitalist system as a whole in a direction that could be credibly presented 
as meeting some of the challenges and demands thrown up by the intense 
social and labor unrest of the previous half century (see Arrighi and Silver 
1999, especially Chapter 3). 

While the various reforms amounted to an effort to accommodate the 
growing strength and bargaining power of labor in the world capitalist 
system, such accommodation took place on extremely unstable foundations. 
As we shall argue, it proceeded along the knife's edge between a major 
crisis of profitability, due to the costs of the reforms, and a major crisis of 
legitimacy, due to the failure to deliver on the promised reforms fully. This 
contradiction eventually exploded in the crisis of the 1970s.2 

T h e way this contradiction played out over time was strongly influ-
enced by strategies of differentiation in space. T h e balance between re-
form and repression tilted more strongly toward repression in the colonial/ 
post-colonial world than in the metropolitan countries.2> As a result, crises 
of legitimacy were in evidence both earlier and to a greater degree in the 
colonial/post-colonial world than in the metropolitan countries. T ime se-
ries derived from the W L G da tabase are consistent with such a bifurcation 
(see Figures 4.2 and 4.3). In the metropolitan aggregate of countries, al-
though mean levels of labor unrest remain at historically high levels for 
several decades after the Second World War, there was nonetheless a slow 
and steady decline in labor unrest mentions. Moreover, labor unrest waves 
were increasingly dissociated from revolutionary crises. In contrast, labor 
unrest waves in the colonial/semi-colonial world remained at historic highs 

coMHfenrevolutionary challenge of the Axis powers was defeated in the war, while the power 
and prestige of the revolutionary challenge was enhanced (see Silver and Slater 1999: 
202-3). 

22 See Chapter 1, which lays out the tension between crises of profitability and crises of 
legitimacy as a fundamental contradiction within historical capitalism. 

23 This tilting of the balance toward repression in the colonial/post-colonial world can in part 
be understood with reference to the product-cycle argument developed in Chapter 3. 
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throughout the 1950s and 1960s, declining once the waves of decoloniza-
tion had run their course, only to rise again shortly thereafter. 

In the remainder of this section, we will look more closely at the trans-
formations affecting postwar patterns of labor unrest, focusing first on the 
extent and nature of the reforms pursued and then on the role of repres-
sion. Finally, we will look at the role played by processes of world economic 
restructuring - in particular, the ways in which spatial, technological/ 
organizational, and product fixes weakened "behind workers' backs" the 
bargaining power of labor. This restructuring/weakening, in turn, helped 
set the stage for a particularly unfavorable outcome to the crisis of the 1970s 
for labor, especially for metropolitan labor movements. 

Reform 

The continuing global revolutionary challenge in the postwar period, com-
bined with the experience of the Great Depression and fascism, convinced 
the ruling groups of the leading capitalist states that a serious reform of the 
world capitalist system needed to be a leading element in the strategy for 
postwar reconstruction. According to Franz Schurmann (1974: 4-5): 

The collapse of capitalism and the rise of fascism convinced people that the sys-
tems of peace and progress that had been growing ever since the beginning of the 
nineteenth century were finally doomed. There was hunger for experimentation 
with new social and world orders even at the highest levels of interests, while the 
pessimism was even greater at the bottom. 

There was a widespread perception that laissez-faire economics and 
laissez-faire politics had contributed to the social and political chaos of 
the interwar and war years. This, in turn, contributed to a shift in the 
philosophies guiding the construction of international institutions. Thus, 
according to Inis Claude, while the image that inspired the founders of the 
League of Nations was the nineteenth-century night-watchman state, the 
supporting image for the United Nations was the twentieth-century wel-
fare state. To do the job of keeping the peace, international organizations 
had to be empowered to deal with "the wide-spreading economic, social, 
and ideological root structure of the problem ofwar" (Claude 1956: 87-9). 

Likewise, international monetary and trade institutions were reformed 
in a direction that recognized the right and duty of nation-states to pro-
tect their workers, businesses, and currencies from annihilation by unreg-
ulated world-market forces. In the 1950s and 1960s, there was thus no 
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attempt to move toward mneteenth-century-style free trade. Instead, the 
GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) rounds set up a system of 
multilateral negotiations designed to promote a controlled process of trade 
liberalization over time (Ruggie 1982; Maier 1987:121-52; Ikenberry 1989; 
Mjoset 1990; Burley 1993; cf. Cronin 1996). Moreover, the Bretton Woods 
system accepted that governments would use monetary policy as an instru-
ment for reducing unemployment and inflationary pressures. At Bretton 
Woods, the regulation of high finance was shifted from private to public 
hands (Ingham 1994: 40). As Henry Morgenthau himself later boasted, he 
and Roosevelt "moved the money capital from London and Wall Street 
to Washington, and [the big bankers] hated us for it" (quoted in Frieden 
1987: 60). 

Global economic institutions were designed to mesh with the pursuit of 
Keynesian policies at the national level. In the words of Albert Hirschman, 
U S. economic advisers fanned "out to the far corners of the U.S.-con trolled 
portion of: the globe" preaching the Keynesian gospel - their message 
backed up by military government in defeated countries and Marshall Plan 
aid for the Allies (1989: 347-56; also Maier 1978, 1981). Keynesianism was 
seen as supplying an attractive third way between the Soviet model of cen-
tralized planning (which had gained in power and prestige during the 1930s 
and 1940s) and traditional laissez-faire policies (which had lost all credibil-
ity in the course of the Great Depression and the related social-political 
catastrophes of the era). 

There was, however, a core-periphery differentiation in economic 
prescriptions. While Keynesianism was promoted as the recipe for the 
"developed" countries, a new brand of development economics with strong 
Keynesian overtones was promoted for poorer countries. We focus first 
on the Keynesian package for the core and then move to a discussion 
of the core-periphery differentiation of economic prescriptions and its 
implications. 

The broad Keynesian package presupposed a truce in the labor-capital 
conflict based on a tripartite exchange among governments, unions, and 
business enterprises. Governments and big business accepted the perma-
nence of unionism, while unions accepted the right ofmanagement tomake 
ongoing changes in the organization of production to increase productivity 
(a point to which we shall return later in the subsection on restructuring). 
Governments promised to use the macroeconomic tools at their disposal to 
promote full employment, while businesses would pass on a share of the in-
creased profits from productivity increases in the form of rising real wages. 
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This, in turn, assured a mass market for the growing output of industry and 
opened up a vast field for the pursuit of product fixes. Likewise, rising real 
wages helped bring about the depoliticization and taming of labor-capital 
conflict through the promise of "high mass consumption" - that is, through 
the promise of universal access to the "American Dream" (Aglietta 1979; 
Gordon e ta l . 1982; Arrighi and Silver 1984; Harvey 1989). 

These trade-offs constituted efforts to accommodate labor strength and 
quell labor militancy within the context of a reformed capitalism. Yet, full-
employment policies and the compulsory recognition of trade unions re-
duced both the weight of the reserve army of labor on the employed as well 
as the arbitrary power of management at the workplace, eff ectively strength-
ening further labor's bargaining power. Therefore, for these agreements to 
remain compatible with capital accumulation (i.e., to produce profitable 
outcomes for firms and to avoid hyperinflation), they had to be accompa-
nied by the creation of new institutional structures at the national level and 
the firm level. t 

Atthe national level, Leo Panitch (1980:174) emphasized the importance 
of "liberal corporatist" structures that gave trade unions a role in macroe-
conomic policymaking in exchange f or union leaders agreeing to keep wage 
demands in line with "capitalist growth criteria." Trade union leaders (often 
in partnership with social-democratic pa rties) were expected to impose wage 
restraint on their members, actively controlling rank-and-file militancy in 
exchange for a seat at the policymaking table (see also Panitch 1981). At 
the shopfloor level, Michael Burawoy (1983: 589) emphasized a related 
transition from "despotic" to "hegemonic" factory regimes, in which the 
productivity of workers depended far more on the active mobilization of 
workers' consent than on heavy-handed coercion. The promotion ladders 
of internal labor markets provided an incentive for workers' cooperation 
and loyalty, while detailed work rules and grievance procedures created a 
legal framework at the level of the firm for the resolution of conflict. 

Yet, both Burawoy and Panitch also emphasized the limits of these in-
stitutional solutions. For Burawoy (1983: 602) hegemonic factory regimes 
placed "such constraints on accumulation" that competition from firms 
and/or countries with greater shopfloor flexibility threatened the viability 
(profitability) of hegemonic factory regimes. In contrast, Panitch empha-
sized the internal tensions produced within the labor movement itself by 
participation in corporatist structures. T h e role assigned to trade union 
leaders of disciplining the rank-and-file constantly threatened to drive a 
wedge between the trade union leaders and their membership. To the extent 
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that such a wedge was driven, trade union leaders could no longer effectively 
control rank-and-file militancy. And to the extent that trade union leaders 
responded to the grievances thrown up from their base, they were obliged to 
withdraw from corporatist structures. Thus, either path obtained the same 
resul t - that is, the inability to control rank-and-file militancy (Panitch 1981: 
35-6). Given these contradictions, both Burawoy and Panitch concluded 
that there is a built-in tendency for these consent-based structures either 
to collapse or to take on increasingly authoritarian (less consensual) tones, 
and thus for their legitimating functions to weaken or crumble (Panitch 
1977: 87; Burawoy 1983: 590; see also Apple 1980; Burawoy 1985). 

Nevertheless, as argued in Chapter 1, how such contradictions between 
profitability and legitimacy play out over time is deeply intertwined with 
strategies of spatial differentiation and boundary drawing. Thus, while in-
ternal labor markets protected those workers within their walls from the 
full effects of commodification, most major firms with internal labor mar-
kets kept a jpercentage of their workforce outside the wall of protection, 
treating them as part-time or temporary, with fewer rights and benefits. 
Critical to the supply side of this process was the massive entry of married 
women into the paid labor force in core countries after the Second World 
War. Their incorporation into these more "flexible" jobs was facilitated by 
a widespread ideology that viewed women as secondary and/or temporary 
breadwinners - a view that became increasingly untenable as their incor-
poration into the wage labor force became clearly permanent (Arrighi and 
Silver 1984: 203-4). 

Equally important as a corporate strategy for lowering the percentage 
of workers within the "wall of protection" was the transnational expan-
sion of capital to lower-wage areas - a strategy built on the historical 
legacy of Nor th-South inequalities in wealth and power as well as on their 
ongoing reality. This transnational expansion of capital would take place 
in the context of a package of world-level reforms directed at the colonial-'' 
post-colonial world. To be sure, the Keynesian package prescription dis-
cussed previously was only meant for the "developed" countries. High mass 
consumption and full employment - touchstones of the welf are state - were 
deemed to be beyond the reach of "underdeveloped" economies. Consen-
sus politics at the national and/or shopfloor level were also deemed luxuries 
that might have to be sacrificed in the effort to industrialize and modern-
ize (Huntington 1968; but also Rostow 1960). Nevertheless, it was clear to 
U.S. policymakers that postwar global reform efforts could not be limited 
to the metropolitan world. Labor movements had proven themselves to be 
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significant forces that could provide a mass force for social revolution in 
many Third World countries (see Section IV). Moreover, the Cold War 
competition was more and more being fought out in the Third World. In 
the words of Arturo Escobar, by the late 1940s "the real struggle between 
East and West had already moved to the Thi rd World" and it "was com-
monly accepted in the early 1950s that if poor countries were not rescued 
from their poverty, they would succumb to communism" (1995: 3 3-4).24 

Yet, a rapid rescue from poverty was not in the cards. The rhetoric of the 
reformed international regime established under U.S. hegemony spoke of 
the universalization of mass consumption (the American Dream). Yet, while 
workers in First World countries were promised that they would share in the 
fruits of capitalist growth immediately, workers in Third World countries 
were told that there would first have to be a vigorous drive for industri-
alization and "development." T h e hegemonic promise - made explicit in 
Walt Rostow's (1960) "stages of economic growth"25 - was that all the peo-
ples of the world could achieve the American Dream. Each country would 
pass through a set of similar stages on the road to the same (desirable) 
destination - the "Age of High Mass Consumption." This discourse of 
development16 thus implicitly dealt with the system-level problem that the 
universalization of mass consumption posed (see Chapter 1) by attempting 
to postpone the problem. That is, to the extent that rising real wages and 
shopfloor rights for Third World workers could be postponed into the fu-
ture, crises of profitability could also be postponed in time. And, as long 
as, and to the extent that, workers found credible the promise of future 
redemption, crises of legitimacy might also be postponed. 

Nevertheless, such promises were insufficient to control labor militancy, 
especially once the impulse to sacrifice tapped by national liberation and 

24 The effects of the Cold War pulled U.S. policy in two different directions at once. On 
the one hand, the competition with the USSR and China encouraged the United States to 
back social reform as part of an effort to demonstrate capitalism's superiority to communism 
in producing social welfare. On the other hand, the U.S. government's skeptical attitude 
toward the feasibility of democracy and its widespread support for dictatorships in the 
Third World was also strongly influenced by what were deemed to be the exigencies of the 
Cold War competition - especially when and where the straggle over "hearts and minds" 
was failing. This is a point to which we will return in the next subsection focusing on 
repression. 

25 The press of the Cold War competition on U.S. official and semi-official thinking and 
policy on the Third World was made explicit in the subtitle of Rostow's book - The Stages 
ofEamo?nic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto. 

26 On postwar development discourse, see Escobar (1995), Esteva (1992), and McMichael 
(1996). 
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revolutionary movements subsided. Just as the appeal to worker sacrifice in 
the name of "the national interest" was insufficient to provide a stable basis 
to liberal corporatism in the core, so the appeal to cross-class cooperation 
in the name of national development was weak by itself in the Third World. 
As in core countries, however, national- and firm-level reforms were im-
plemented in Thi rd World countries that protected at least some of the 
working class from the full brunt of commodifi cation. These reforms pro-
vided a material basis for cooperation. They took a wide variety of shapes, 
but certain common tendencies prevailed. 

T hus, while there was no Marshall Plan for the Third World, in those 
countries allied to the United States, import substitution industrialization 
was allowed, even encouraged, so long as there was an open door to direct 
investment by U.S. multinational corporations. Likewise, in areas allied 
to either the United States or the USSR, it was assumed that govern-
ment should play a vigorous role i u promoting growth and employment 
(Hirschman 1979: 1-24). Finally, some of the protections afforded by in-
ternal labor markets in core countries were replicated in Second and Third 
World countries (Stark 1986; Walder 1986; Cooper 1996; Solinger 1999). 

Just as in the core, the costs of such internal labor markets were con-
tained by the drawing of boundaries that divided the labor force between 
those who were within the wall of protection and those who were outside 
of it. In contrast to the core, however, because of the relative poverty of 
Second and Third World countries, the percentage of workers who fell 
outside was far greater. Thus, for example, as discussed in Chapter 1, in 
late-colonial and post-colonial Africa, efforts were made to define small, 
compact stable working classes set off from the rural masses and urban 
underclass (Cooper 1996; Mamdani 1996). Likewise, as Bryan Roberts 
(1995: 4) pointed out, in Latin America's "cities of peasants," only a tiny 
fraction of the urban poor were employed in the formal sector enterprises 
fostered by import substitution industrialization or were the beneficiaries 
of state-sponsored social services or infrastructure. A variation on the same 
theme was found in Maoist China where the household registration sys-
tem (hukou) limited access to urban areas, thereby protecting a small urban 
working class from competition over jobs and housing with a sea of peasants 
who remained tied to the rural areas (Solinger 1999).27 

27 The loosening of these restrictions on rural-urban migration is one of the key reforms of 
the post-Mao era that provided a new "flexibility" for capitalist development in China. It 
went hand in hand with the massive layoffs of workers from state-owned enterprises and 
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Repression 

Given that the reform basket offered to Third World workers was far emp-
tier than that offered to First World workers, it should not be surprising that 
repression of labor was a far more significant mechanism of control in the 
Third World than in the First World. To be sure, even in the metropolitan 
countries, co-optation of the "responsible" elements of the labor movement 
was supplemented by fierce repression of the "irresponsible" elements. In 
the United States, the radical and communist left was purged from the ranks 
of organized labor, starting with the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act loyalty oaths and 
culminating with McCarthyism. And in Western Europe, reformism and 
repression also went hand in hand as responsible U.S. labor leaders were in-
vited to assist the U.S. government in the postwar reconstruction of Europe 
by setting up noncommunist unions in competition with the existing trade 
union movement (McCormick 1989: 82-4; Radosh 1969; Rupert 1995). 

Nevertheless, in the balance between reform and repression, the latter 
weighed far more heavily in the Third, World. Decolonization - the ex-
tension of juridical sovereignty to all nations - was the immediate global 
reform won by the colonial world from the period of war and revolution. 
For the nationalist elites who had never embraced social revolution (or 
for those segments for whom the alliance was one of only tactical conve-
nience), their central aim of political independence and sovereignty had 
been achieved. Even those among the nationalist elites who believed that 
the social and national revolutions could not be separated for the most part 
accepted the idea that development (read industrialization) was a prereq-
uisite for meeting the needs of the people. With no Marshall Plan for the 
Thi rd World as a whole,28 poor countries were "instructed to look to pri-
vate capital, both foreign and domestic." But to attract private capital, itwas 
necessary to create the right investment climate, including guaranteeing a 

the breaking of long-existing social compacts with the established urban working class. 
This breaking of the "iron rice bowl," in turn, sparked waves of Polanyi-type labor unrest 
from workers in state-owned enterprises in the late 1990s and early 2000s (Eckholm 2001; 
Pan 2002; Solinger 2001). We shall return to this issue in Section VI. 

28 With the exception of a handful of countries that were built up as showcases of successful 
capitalist development (Arrighi 1990b; Grosfoguel 1996), few public funds were sent by 
the United States to support the development project, in sharp contrast to the role of 
U.S. governmental funds in European reconstruction. Curiously, the supplies that the 
United States bought in Asia for wars fought in Asia (Korea and Vietnam) played a key role 
in boosting the economies (and hence industrialization/proletarianization) of subordinate 
allies in that region. 
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disciplined and hard-working labor force (Walton 1984; see also Escobar 
1995: 33; Bataille 1988).29 

i hus, decolonization undermined one of the central bases of labor move-
ment strength in the colonial world. As each colony achieved independence, 
the cross-class alliance of the nationalist movements tended to dissolve. 
Once nationalist movement leaders controlled state power, workers' and 
peasants' struggles invariably lost much of their former support from other 
classes within society (see, for example, Walton 1984 on Kenya; Post 1988 
on Vietnam; and Beinin and Lockman 1987: 14-18 on Egypt as well as 
more generally). Moreover, as part of the global anti-Communist strug-
gle, U.S. policy further strengthened the trend toward antilabor repression 
by actively supporting dictatorial regimes - from military governments in 
Brazil to the Shah in Iran and the puppet regimes in South Vietnam. 

Yet, repression alone is a very unstable form of rule, and given that re-
forms are expensive, the postwar resolutions to labor unrest in the Third 
World were also crisis-prone. This is especially the case once we take into 
account the impact of the world-scale restructuring of processes of ac-
cumulation in rapidly industrializing regions of the Third (and Second) 
World. 

Restructuring 

A third component of the postwar reaction to strong labor movements was 
the extensive world-scale restructuring of processes of capital accumula-
tion. By the late 1970s, these restructuring processes were to grow rapidly 
in speed and scope, coming to be seen as a defining characteristic of world 
capitalism after the 1970s. Yet, already in the 1950s and 1960s, these re-
structuring processes - with the exception of the financial fix - were taking 
place and having significant impacts on the bargaining power of labor. 

In shifting control of monetary policy from private to public hands, 
Bretton Woods dramatically reduced the scope for the profitable pur-
suit of financial fixes, forcing capital back into investment in trade and 
production and away from speculation. At the same time, however, steps 
were taken to widen significantly the scope for the profitable pursuit of 

29 The Soviet challenge, on this front, represented no challenge at all. T h e Soviet version of 
"development" also prioritized industrialization as a prerequisite for achieving communism 
and thus also emphasized the importance of a disciplined and hardworking labor force. The 
fruits of this discipline and hard work would be reaped with the transition from socialism 
to communism. 
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spatial, technological/organizational, and product fixes. We already men-
tioned that the postwar social contracts in the core were premised on trade 
union support for the introduction of new technologies designed to increase 
productivity. And we already mentioned the role of mass consumption in 
opening new vistas for profitable product fixes. Likewise, we already men-
tioned that U.S. support for import substitution industrialization in the 
Th i rd World was conditioned on an open door for foreign direct invest-
ment, a condition that simultaneously created a favorable environment for 
spatial fixes (vis-a-vis core workers) and technological/organizational fixes 
(vis-a-vis workers in sites to which multinational corporate capital fl owed). 

In Western Europe, the U.S. government promoted the formation of 
the European Community - a sufficiently large market to make U.S. cor-
porate investment profitable and to support the kinds of technological/ 
organizational transformations characteristic of Fordist mass production. 
Moreover, the U.S. government created various fiscal and other incentives 
designed to increase the flow of U.S. capital to Western^Europe (and abroad 
more generally). Nevertheless, with liquidity shortages and political uncer-
tainty, private capital was slow to respond to the incentives. It was only 
with the heating up of the Cold War that the transnational expansion of 
U.S. capital into Western Europe took off. With the communist victory in 
China in 1949 followed by the 1950 outbreak of the Korean War, a pre-
viously reluctant U.S. Congress released massive public funds to finance a 
global U.S. military buildup, thus overcoming the liquidity shortage that 
had plagued Europe and helping to create conditions favorable to private 
foreign direct investment (Block 1977: 114; Arrighi and Silver 1999: 87; 
Borden 1984: 23; McCormick 1989: 77-8; Maier 1978, 1981). 

The wave of U.S. corporate investments in Western Europe in the 1950s 
and 1960s, in combination with the European response to the "American 
challenge," fostered the rapid spread of Fordist mass-production techniques 
in Western Europe. As argued in Chapter 2 with specific reference to the 
automobile industry, the immediate result of this relocation was a weak-
ening of the strongest segments of the labor movement in both Western 
Europe and the United States. As mass-production techniques spread in 
Western Europe, craftworkers - who had been the backbone of the militant 
European labor movement of the first half of the twentieth century - were 
progressively marginalized from production, and their bargaining power 
was undermined. At the same time, as the geographical relocation of U.S. 
corporate capital proceeded, the semiskilled mass-production workers -
who had formed the backbone of the U.S. labor movement in the 1930s 
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and 1940s-were progressively weakened. (See also Arrighi and Silver 1984; 
Edwards 1979; Goldfield 1987; Moody 1988.) 

By the 1950s and 1960s, the industrial sociology literature began to talk 
about "the withering away of the strike," which was seen as the inevitable 
and beneficial outcome of "modernization" (Ross and Hartman 1960). Our 
analysis would suggest that this decline resulted from the combination of 
reforms, repression, and restructuring discussed in this section. Yet just as 
the "withering" thesis became hegemonic in industrial sociology, a major 
wave of labor unrest spread through Western European mass-production 
industries. One side of the restructuring process had led to a weakening 
of European craftworkers, but the other side involved the creation/ 
strengthening of a class of semiskilled factory workers, who became the 
main protagonists of the labor unrest wave (see Chapter 2).30 T h e late 
1960s and early 1970s wave of labor unrest, in turn, was an important spark 
in the take-off of the transnational expansion of Western European corpo-
rate capital to lower-wage areas, as well as the intensification and widening 
of the scope of U.S. foreign direct investment. 

To summarize, this section has put forward the argument that the various 
efforts to accommodate and control strong labor movements in the postwar 
decades all had limits and contradictions. Reforms - to the extent that they 
were fully realized and embraced more than a tiny fraction of the world's 
labor force - were expensive. Moreover, by protecting workers from the 
full brunt of market forces, reforms strengthened labor's bargaining power, 

30 While the labor unrest decline visible in Figure 4.2 for the 1950s and 1960s is less dramatic 
than one would expect from the withering thesis, the upsurge in the late 1960s and early 
1970s is less prominent than would be expected from the "resurgence of class conflict" 
literature on Western Europe. Yet, if we disaggregate the data by country, there are indeed 
waves where and when we would expect them (e.g., France in 1968, Italy in 1969-70). T h e 
feet that it does not show up in the aggregate time series for metropolitan countries is 
probably due to several factors. First, the explosions were not simultaneous in all European 
countries; thus, they tend to average each other out in the aggregate time series. Second, 
the wave, while intense, was relatively short-lived. Third, much of the social unrest of the 
period was tied to student protests, feminist movements, and protests against the war in 
Vietnam. These other movements weresometimes fueled by an element of labor unrest. In 
particular, with the mass incorporation of women into the paid labor force as "cheap labor" 
in the postwar decades, some of the impetus f or feminist protests came from demands such 
as "equal pay for equal work." Likewise, in the United States, there was a significant labor 
unrest component to some of the Elack civil rights protests (Arrighi and Silver 1984: 204; 
Piore 1979: 160-1). Nonetheless, most of this protest activity was not classifiable as labor 
unrest. Even when it was, it would not get reported by the newspapers as labor unrest; 
hence, it would not make it into the W L G database. 
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creating tensions that corporatist structures were designed to (but could not 
fully) resolve. Repression - still an important tool in the repertoire of labor 
control - was also an unstable solution. Finally, the world-scale restruc-
turing of processes of capital accumulation that took place in the postwar 
decades also had contradictory effects. Spatial fixes largely relocated strong 
workplace bargaining power and militancy from one site to another, while 
technological/organizational and product fixes did not clearly weaken (and 
in some cases strengthened) the bargaining power of labor. We have also 
argued that the same contradictions were visible in the First, Second, and 
Third Worlds - with important variations on the basic theme and with im-
portant links among them. Tha t is, the contradictions did not unfold within 
isolated national cases, but rather as the outcome of a dynamic interaction 
among the cases. Economic linkages through trade and investment were 
important, but, as we have seen, the political-ideological competition of 
the Cold War also drove the processes of accommodation and confl ict. 

An unresolved impasse thus existed in the way in which the strength 
of labor movements was accommodated within a reformed world capital-
ist system. It was bound to lead to another world-scale crisis. That crisis 
erupted in the 1970s. At first it took the form of a crisis of world capitalism 
and of U.S. world power, but by the end of the 1980s, it: had become instead 
a world-scale crisis of labor movements. 

11. From Crisis of U.S. Hegemony to Crisis of World Labor 

T h e U.S.-sponsored restructuring of the world capitalist system provided 
the foundations for two decades of sustained and profitable growth in the 
1950s and 1960s - a "Golden Age of capitalism." This unprecedented 
growth and profitability, in turn, furnished the material resources with 
which to fund the social compacts of the postwar decades. Yet, like the 
Golden Age of capitalism in the mid nineteenth century (see Section II), 
the rapid growth of world trade and production i n the 19 5 0s and 1960s even-
tually sparked an overaccumulation crisis characterized by intense intercap-
italist competition and a general squeeze on profits. It was in the context of 
this crisis that the postwar social compacts accommodating labor exploded. 

Initial efforts by corporate capital to resolve the crisis of profitability 
in the 1960s by intensifying the pace of work were counterproductive, 
as these speed-ups tended to provoke a combination of open revolt and 
non-cooperation. The "Lordstown Blues" (named after the labor unrest 
at the General Motors plant in Lordstown, Ohio) came to symbolize this 
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non-cooperation. Likewise, the massive strike waves and labor radicalism 
centered in Fordist mass-production industries that swept Western Europe 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s (referred to earlier) were in important 
measure sparked by factory speed-ups designed to meet the intensifying 
intercapitalist competition. The labor unrest wave resulted in an unprece-
dented explosion in wages and in the widespread sense that capitalists, states, 
and unions had lost control over workers and the workplace (Crouch and 
Pizzorno 1978; also Chapter 2 in this volume). 

In the 1970s, counterattacks by capital and states against labor move-
ments took an indirect form, suggesting that labor movements were too 
strong (or at least perceived as too strong) to attack direcdy. In Western 
Europe, the wave of rank-and-file militancy at first led to a crisis of liberal 
corporatist structures as union leaders "ran after their members, not merely 
in a cynical attempt to retain organizational control, but often as a gen-
uine response to their base" (Panitch 1981: 35). When coercive measures 
(e.g., outlawing strikes) failed to control labor militancy, new corporatist 
deals reflecting the greater bargaining power of labor were struck. Partly 
in response to demands from unions, the new corporatist structures inte-
grated unions in decision making down to the shopfloor level, creating or 
strengthening what Burawoy calls "hegemonic factory regimes."31 Unions 
were expected to discipline the rank-and-file in exchange for participation 
in shopfloor decision making. Nevertheless, tensions and instabilities still 
characterized these factory regimes, as they constituted real constraints on 
the flexibility of capital. Thus, as a solution to the crisis, they were at best 
temporary (Dubois 1978: 30; Panitch 1981: 35-8). 

In the United States, an open repudiation of the mass-consumption social 
contract by major corporations and/or the government also seemed to be 
out of the question in the 1970s. In the private sector, collective bargaining 
institutions remained intact. Internal labor markets and other firm-level 
strategies that partially de-commodified labor were eroded through sub-
contracting but were not directly attacked. Finally, a direct attack on real 
wages was still out of the question in the 1970s. Instead, nominal wage 
rates continued to rise rapidly, while inflation ate into real wages (Goldfield 
1987; Moody 1988). 

1 Whereas union involvement in corporatist structures regarding macroeconomic policy 
was common in Western Europe prior to the late 1960s, the involvement of unions in 
shopfloor decision making was largely an outcome of the wave of labor unrest in the 
late-1960s. 
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T h e mass-consumption social contract presupposed not only that real 
wages would expand steadily but also that unemployment would be 
contained - by expansion of government hiring if needed. But meeting 
these hegemonic promises brought national, state, and local governments 
face to face with deep fiscal crises, and fostered rising levels of taxation 
that farther squeezed profits. In the United States, the difficulties were 
further increased by the escalating costs (financial and human) of the war 
in Vietnam. As opposition to the war grew and as a mobilized civil rights 
movement turned its attention to issues of poverty and employment, the 
U.S. government responded with another giant step forward toward the 
"socialization of the state." T h e War on Poverty (a major expansion of so-
cial welfare programs) in combination with the war in Vietnam precipitated 
a deep fiscal crisis of the U.S. state. They also helped create strong global 
demand conditions that strengthened the marketplace bargaining power of 
labor in many parts of the world. 

Thus, in the 1970s, when faced with the choice between meeting the 
demands from below for the fulfillment of the hegemonic promises or the 
demands from capitalists for a restoration of favorable conditions for capi-
tal accumulation, metropolitan states attempted not to choose. In response, 
capitalwent "on strike." An increasingly mobile capital "voted with its feet," 
not only by intensifying and deepening the geographical relocation of pro-
ductive capital to lower-wage areas but also by accumulating capital in liquid 
form in proliferating offshore tax havens. And to the extent that industrial 
production still took place in the core, technological fixes and a grow-
ing reliance on immigrant labor became increasingly important capitalist 
strategies. 

A combination of spatial, technological/organizational, and financial 
fixes thus seriously weakened workers "behind their backs" in the 1970s, 
allowing for an open assault by states and capital on core labor movements 
in the 1980s. By the early 1980s, the shopfloor gains of core labor move-
ments had been largely overturned. Liberal corporatist structures either 
failed to deliver gains and lost most of their credibility with workers (e.g., 
as unemployment skyrocketed throughout Western Europe) or collapsed 
entirely with a shift in government strategy toward outright repression (e.g., 
with Thatcher's election in Britain). Workers fought to defend the estab-
lished social contracts - struggles visible in the surge of labor unrest reports 
for the metropolitan aggregate in the early 1980s (see Figure 4.2). T h e 
British miners' strike, the U.S. air traffic controllers' strike, and the show-
down at Fiat in Italy are among the events contributing to the early 1980s 

163 



Labor Movements and World Politics 

surge of labor unrest reports. These strikes were largely defensive struggles 
(i.e., resistance to the undermining of established ways of life and existing 
social contracts), or what we would call Polanyi-type waves of labor unrest. 
They all met with defeat. 

T h e deep crisis into which core labor movements fell in the 1980s was 
not immediately replicated elsewhere. On the contrary, in the late 1970s 
and 1980s, major waves of labor militancy hit "showcases" of rapid indus-
trialization in the Second and Third Worlds. These labor unrest waves 
were what we would call Marx-type rather than Polanyi-type waves. Strong 
new working-class movements had been created as a combined result of 
the spatial fixes pursued by multinational corporate capital and the import 
substitution industrialization efforts of modernizing states. In some cases, 
like Brazil's automobile workers, labor militancy was rooted in the newly 
expanding mass production consumer durable industries (see Chapter 2). 
In other cases, like the rise of Solidarnosc in Poland's shipyards, militancy 
was centered in gigantic establishments producing capital goods (Silver 
1992: chapter 2; Singer 1982). In still other cases, like Iran's oil workers, 
labor militancy was centered in critical natural resource export industries 
(Abrahamian 1982). 

Initially, the financial fix further strengthened the bargaining power 
of workers in the Second and Third World states. In the 1970s (in 
sharp contrast to what would happen in the 1980s), loan capital flowed 
freely to Second and Thi rd World countries. With capital "on strike" in 
the First World, and with an excess accumulation of petrodollars to re-
cycle, First World bankers were eager to make loans on easy terms to 
Second and Third World governments. Thus, for example, in 1981 (the 
eve of the debt crisis), First World banks loaned approximately $40 billion 
(net) to Second and Thi rd World countries ( U N D P 1992). Debt became 
an important mechanism through which the contradictions of the post-
war developmentalist social contracts were managed in the short run. In 
Poland, for example, extensive overseas borrowing allowed the Polish gov-
ernment to promote rapid industrialization. At the same time, borrowed 
funds were used by the Polish government to accommodate the periodic 
upsurges of labor militancy in the 1970s, making it possible for the gov-
ernment simultaneously to increase wages and food subsides, expand em-
ployment, and maintain high levels of capital investments. In the 1970s, 
the Polish government expected that industrialization would lead to a 
surge in exports, allowing the government not only to pay back the loans 
but also to increase national wealth and finally deliver on the promises 
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of socialism to a restive working class (Silver 1992: chapter 2; Singer 
1982). 

Needless to say, managing the contradictions of the developmentalist 
social contract through debt was a highly unstable solution. To the extent 
that Second and Third World states used the borrowed funds to promote 
further industrialization and/or expand state employment tn social services, 
the marketplace bargaining power (and potentially the workplace bargain-
ing power) of labor was strengthened. If they attempted to accommodate 
this growing strength of labor, they risked losing further access to for-
eign investment funds and/or becoming internationally uncompetitive and 
thus unable to pay the accumulated debt service through exports. If they 
failed to accommodate the growing strength of labor, they risked a crisis 
of legitimacy for having failed to deliver to the masses the expected ben-
efits of national sovereignty (or social revolution) and industrialization/ 
modernization. The social compacts in Second and Third World coun-
tries thus faced contradictions analogous to those plaguing core social 
contracts. 

T h e stepped-up demands in the 1970s for a New International Economic 
Order from Third World states no doubt reflected an awareness of this 
fragility. Moreover, in the 1970s, such demands appeared to have a reason-
able chance of success. With the U.S. military defeat in Vietnam and the 
success of OPEC, the relative power of Third World states seemed strong. 
The new nationalist militancy in the 1 hird World, in turn, re-created some 
aspects of the favorable political conditions that had fed labor movement 
strength during the period of the national liberation struggles. Labor mil-
itancy (especially actions directed against foreign corporations) once again 
came to enjoy a large degree of cross-class support in the 1970s as a major 
wave of nationalizations swept through the T hird World. 

Nevertheless, most of the Second and Third World labor movements; 
that had been impressively strong in the 1970s and 1980s were in a crisis 
themselves in the 1990s. To some extent, the weakening was an outcome 
of spatial fixes. Yet, as argued throughout this book, such spatial fixes can-
not explain a generalweakening of labor movements because although labor 
movements would be weakened in the sites of capital emigration, new move-
ments would be created and strengthened in the new sites to which capital 
flows.32 Rather, a central part of the explanation for the severity and spread 

32 And as we have also argued, this line of reasoning leads us to predictma jorMarx-type waves 
of labor unrest in China in the not too distant future (see Chapter 3). 
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of the crisis of labor movements appears to be rooted in the enormous bal-
looning of the financial fix in the 1980s and 1990s, as well as a shift in its 
character. 

The stock of international bank lending mushroomed in size from 
4 percent of the total G D P of all OECD countries in 1980 to 44 percent in 
1991 (The Economist 1992). At the same time, there was a major reversal in 
the direction of finance capital flows, with the U.S. sucking in liquidity from 
around the world. T h e net inflow of capital from Nor th to South of ap-
proximately $40 billion in 19 81 (referred to earlier) turned into a net outflow 
of almost $40 billion by 1988 (UNDP 1992). T h e sudden drought of loan 
capital precipitated the first round of the debt crisis in the early 1980s. T h e 
debt crisis, in turn, opened the door for the International Monetary Fund to 
enforce "structural adjustment" packages in debtor countries as a condition 
of refinancing. Major cutbacks on state expenditures meant massive lay-
offs, mushrooming unemployment, and weakened marketplace bargaining 
power for labdr. The elimination of trade barriers contributed to deindus-
trialization and the collapse of large state-owned or subsidized industrial 
enterprises, the growth of informal sector firms, and the weakening of both 
marketplace and workplace bargaining power. 

T h e shift in the character of the financial expansion in the 1980s and 
1990s was linked to a radical change in U.S. government policy (Arrighi 
1994: 314-24). Whereas in the 1970s the U.S. government had tried un-
successfully to stem the flight of capital into liquid form, in the 1980s the 
United States actively entered the competition for this liquid capital to fi-
nance simultaneously tax cuts at home and a new escalation of the Cold 
War abroad. The: United States won the final act of the Cold War with 
the USSR (the latter was unable to compete on financial as much as mil-
itary grounds), while capital going to the rest of the world (including the 
Second World) dried up. T h e change in U.S. government policy was not 
just economic/financial; it involved, in essence, a "global counterrevolu-
tion" (i.e., the liquidation of the relatively labor- and development-friendly 
international regime of the postwar era in favor of an international regime 
reminiscent of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century belle epoque). 
By the 1990s, the crisis of world capitalism and U.S. world power had turned 
into a world-scale crisis for labor movements. 

Yet, as we have seen in this chapter, the late-twentieth-century financial 
fi x is not an unprecedented phenomenon. A major fi nancial fix was also a 
central aspect of the \ate,-nineteenth-ctnXMry period of capitalist globaliza-
tion. Moreover, the take-offs of both the late-nineteenth-century and the 
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late-twentieth-century financial expansions were followed in short order 
by labor-movement crises. Although labor movements suffered a setback 
in the late 1890s (as the financial fix took off) , within less than a decade 
labor unrest was once again rising, leading to growing labor movement 
strength and militancy on a world-scale in the first half of the twentieth 
century. From the vantage point of 2002, the late-twentieth-century crisis 
of labor movements appears to be longer and deeper than that experienced 
by labor movements in the late nineteenth century. 

Nevertheless, given the historical analysis carried out here, should we 
expect this general crisis of contemporary labor movements also to be tem-
porary? In other words, given the analogies between the late nineteenth 
and late twentieth centuries, are we likely to be on the eve of a period 
of escalating labor unrest, combining Polanyi-type and Marx-type waves 
of labor unrest - similar to the first half of the twentieth century? After 
all, Polanyi-type waves of labor unrest accompanied the collapse of the 
developmentalist social compact, as structural adjustment packages pro-
voked mass protests in Th i rd World countries in the 1980s in the form of 
"anti-IMF riots" (Walton and Ragin 1990). These waves of labor unrest 
continued into the early twenty-first century - dramatically, in Argentina 
in 2 001. Likewise, the smashing of the iron rice bowl in China has pro-
voked widespread Polanyi-type waves of labor unrest from workers whose 
established ways of life and livelihood are being overturned (Solinger 1999, 
2001; Eckholm 2001; Pan 2002). At the same time, the escalation of anti-
globalization protests in core countries, from Seattle to Genoa, has been in 
significant part fueled by Polanyi-type labor unrest. 

Nevertheless, there are also good reasons to think that processes of con-
temporary globalization and labor unrest are not simply retracing the path 
followed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In Chapter 3, 
we argued that the nature and degree of workers' bargaining power are 
transformed as leading industries rise and decline. This chapter has ar-
gued that world politics in general and wars in particular have been cen-
tral in determining both the nature and degree of workers' bargaining 
power and the patterning of labor unrest over time. In thinking about 
the future of labor movements, therefore, a key question that emerges is 
whether the dynamics of war and world politics in the early twenty-first 
century are fundamentally different from those that so heavily influenced 
the world-scale patterning of labor unrest in the twentieth century. This 
is one of the central questions to which we now turn in the fifth and final 
chapter. 
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Our premise at the start of this book was that, by recasting labor studies in 
a world-historical framework, we would be able to shed a new light on the 
contemporary global crisis oflabor movements. The central chapters of the 
book sought to distinguish, from successive angles of vision, dynamics that 
are recurrent from those that are fundamentally new and unprecedented in 
the trajectory of world labor unrest. This final chapter returns to the debates 
highlighted in Chapter 1 about the causes, depth, and nature of the contem-
porary crisis of labor movements, informed now by our study of the past. 

I. A Race to the Bottom? 

Our analysis of the globalization of mass production in die world auto-
mobile industry in Chapter 2 concluded that the geographical relocation 
of production has not created a simple race to the bottom. Rather, we 
found a recurrent pattern in which the geographical relocation of produc-
tion tended to create and strengthen new working classes in each favored 
new site of investment. While multinational capital was attracted by the 
promise of cheap and controllable labor, the transformations wrought by 
the expansion of the industry also transformed the balance of class forces. 
T h e strong labor movements that emerged succeeded in raising wages, im-
proving working conditions, and strengthening workers' rights. Moreover, 
they often played a leading role in democracy movements, pushing onto 
the agenda social transformations that went well beyond those envisioned 
by pro-democracy elites. 

To be sure, the relocation of capital from existing sites of production 
tended to weaken established working classes. Nevertheless, the image of 
Third World workers being on "a hopeless treadmill without international 
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protection" (Greider 1999: 5) elides the contradictions for capital that con-
sistently recurred with each spatial fix. For with the geographical diffusion 
of the industry, strong workplace bargaining power also diffused. Thus, 
workers in each new low-wage site of investment were able in no small 
measure to rely on their own structural bargaining power. Our narrative 
of the world automobile industry thus suggests that, had the relocation of 
industrial activities been the main thrust of the ongoing restructuring of 
world capitalism, we would not have witnessed a general structural weak-
ening of labor. Moreover, if past patterns are any guide to the future, then 
we should expect major waves of industrial labor unrest (of the Marx-type) 
to occur in those regions that have been experiencing rapid industrializa-
tion and proletarianization. (Of greatest world-historical significance, in 
this regard, is the case of China.) 

One alternative explanation ties the crisis of labor to the impact of trans-
formations in the organization of production on workers' bargaining power. 
Yet, our analysis of the world automobile industry in Chapter 2 also sug-
gested that such technological fixes have not had a clear-cut weakening 
effect on workers' bargaining power. If anything, just-in-time production 
systems have increased labor's workplace bargaining power by increasing 
the vulnerability of capital to disruptions in the flow of production. 

We therefore need to look elsewhere to explain the late-twentieth-
century global crisis of labor and labor movements. We turn to the impact 
of product fixes and financial fixes in Sections III and IV 

II. The End of the North-South Divide? 

While the analysis carried out in Chapter 2 suggests that spatial fixes in es-
tablished mass-production industries have not provoked a straightforward 
race to the bottom, it might be read as suggesting a tendency toward the 
homogenization of conditions for labor globally, blurring the North-South 
divide. For our narrative emphasized the ways in which mass production in 
the automobile industry tended to create similar social contradictions, in-
cluding similar sources ofworkers ' bargaining power and forms of struggle. 
T h e result was a striking sense of deja vu over a half century of struggles 
from Detroit to Turin to Ulsan. 

While our story of deja vu in Chapter 2 emphasized the homogeniz-
ing impact of capital relocation, ,our deployment of a critically reformulated 
product-cycle model in Chapter 3 emphasized systematic countertenden-
cies whereby the Nor th-South divide is continually reproduced - with 
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important implications for differentially located labor movements. Each 
recurrence of the deja vu pattern took place in a fundamentally different com-
petitive environment. In both the auto and textiles product cycles, as the epi-
center of production (and workers' struggles) moved to lower-wage areas, 
the "monopoly windfall profits" reaped in the innovation stage were no 
longer available, thus diminishing the room for maneuver in establishing 
stable labor-capital accords. 

More generally, there has been a systemic tendency for technological 
and product fixes to recurrently produce monopoly windfall profits in high-
income countries where innovations concentrate, while low-income coun-
tries rarely share in the windfall. Moreover, protectionism has also played 
a prominent role in maintaining or restoring the global competitive posi-
tion of high-wage sites of production. To put it differently, we found that 
while spatial fixes tended to erode the North-South divide, technological 
fixes, product fixes, and protectionism tended to reconstitute the divide 
continually. 

From the angle of vision adopted in Chapter 3, the difficulties faced 
by Thi rd World workers are not due to a lack of international pressure to 
maintain labor standards. Rather the roots of the problem are the systemic 
processes that continually reproduce the North-South divide. Spatial fixes 
relocated the social contradictions of mass production (including strong 
working classes), but they have not relocated the wealth through which 
high-wage countries historically accommodated those same contradictions. 
As a result, strong grievances and strong bargaining power go hand in 
hand, creating the conditions for permanent social crises in much of the 
post-colonial world. 

III. The Weakening of Workers' Structural Bargaining Power? 

T h e leading industry of twentieth-century world capitalism - the 
automobile industry - imparted to production workers a strong workplace 
bargaining power rooted in their strategic location within a capital-intensive 
and complex technical division of labor that is vulnerable to costly disrup-
tions in the flow of production (see Chapter 2). Moreover, we argued that 
the technological/organizational fixes associated with post-Fordism have 
not weakened the workplace bargaining power of labor in the automobile 
industry. Finally, we argued (in Chapter 3) that the workplace bargaining 
power of labor in the automobile industry has been far stronger than that 
of workers in the textile industry - the leading industry of world capitalism 
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in the nineteenth century. In sum, the twentieth century appears to have 
been characterized by a trend toward the overall strengthening of labor's 
workplace bargaining power. 

Yet, the automobile industry (and more generally mass production of 
consumer durables) is no longer the leading industry of world capitalism 
in the twenty-fi rst century, either symbolically or in terms of employment 
growth (especially in high-wage countries). This has led some observers to 
attribute the crisis of labor movements to the disappearance of the working 
class itself (see Chapter 1). Our focus on the continuous making and remak-
ing of the world's working classes has brought us to a substantially different 
conclusion. In Chapter 3 we argued that the epicenter of labor unrest not 
only shifts from site to site within industries in line with successive spatial 
fixes, but it also shifts from industry to industry in line with successive prod-
uct fixes. Historically, we saw this with the shift from textiles to automobiles. 
In the course of the first half of the twentieth century, labor unrest in the 
textile industry was first peripheralized and then withered away. At the same 
time, however, major new working classes were created/strengthened in the 
new leading industry of the twentieth century- automobiles (see Table 3.1). 
Likewise, although labor unrest in the automobile industry is also increas-
ingly peripheralized (and may eventually wither away) in the twenty-first 
century, we should expect to see new working-class formation and emerging 
labor movements in the leading industry/industries of the twenty-first cen-
tury. In other words, from the perspective adopted here, the late-twentieth-
century crisis of labor movements is temporary and will likely be overcome 
with the consolidation of new working classes "in formation." 

Nevertheless, the question regarding the nature and degree of workers' 
bargaining power in the new leading industry/industries remains. In other 
words, will the trend toward increased workplace bargaining power con-
tinue in the twenty-first century? To answer this question, Chapter 3 at-
tempted to identify the new leading industries of the twenty-first century 
and to compare the nature and degree of workers' bargaining power therein 
with the nature and degree of workers' bargaining power in the textile 
and automobile industries. A very heterogeneous picture emerged, both in 
terms of potential candidates for new leading industries and in terms of the 
implications for the bargaining power of labor. We found that while workers 
in some key contemporary sectors (e.g., transportation and communication) 
have as much workplace bargaining power as automobile workers ever had, 
others have far less (hotel and restaurant workers). Some, like teachers, 
lack significant workplace bargaining power (i.e., they do not work within 
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a complex technical division of labor), yet they still have a significant de-
gree of bargaining power rooted in their strategic position within the social 
division of labor. 

In sum, although much less straightforwardly negative than widely 
thought, the twentieth-century trend toward increasing workplace bargain-
ing power, it is probably safe to say, is at least partially being reversed in the 
twenty-first century. 1 he bargaining power of many of today's low-wage 
workers in producer and personal services is closer to that of workers in the 
nineteenth-century textile industry than that of workers in the twentieth-
century automobile industry. 

From this perspective, the contemporary decline of labor militancy 
might be traced to a trend toward the overall weakening of labor's work-
place bargaining power. Yet, our comparison of the historical dynamics of 
labor unrest in the textile and automobile industries suggested that there is 
no correlation between strong workplace bargaining power and labor mili-
tancy. Indeed, if anything, textile workers, while less successful in achieving 
their immediate demands, were consistently more militant than automo-
bile workers. A crucial difference between workers in the two industries, 
however, was that textile workers' successes were far more dependent on a 
strong (compensatory) associational bargaining power (trade unions, politi-
cal parties, and cross-class alliances with nationalist movements). As such, 
we might expect the weight of associational power in the overall power 
strategies of labor movements to be on the increase. 

Indeed, as we saw in Chapter 3, the strategies of some of the most 
successful recent labor movement campaigns in rapidly growing core ser-
vice industries have had much in common with the campaigns of late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century textile workers. Textile workers, 
operating in a vertically disintegrated industry with multiple small firms 
and unstable employment, had to develop a countervailing power based 
on citywide or regionwide political and trade union organization. Likewise 
today, low-wage service workers operating in industries that are at least 
on the surface vertically disintegrated1 have followed a community-based 
organizing model rather than a model that relies on the positional power 
of workers at the point of production. T h e Living Wage Campaign and 

! Crucially, there is not a simple return to the past because vertical disintegration is often only 
a surface characteristic. Beneath the plethora of small firms are large corporations, govern-
ments, and universities who have subcontracted tasks to cut costs and shelter themselves 
from responsibility. 
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the Justice for Janitors campaigns in the United States have sought to base 
labor organization in the community, severing its dependence on stable 
employment in any given firm or group of firms. As for textile workers his-
torically, victory could not be achieved by relying mainly on the workers' 
autonomous structural bargaining power but rather depended on alliances 
with (and resources from) groups and strata in the community at large." 

If the significance of associational bargaining power is growing, then the 
future trajectory of labor movements will be strongly conditioned by the 
broader political context of which they are a part. Our discussion of the early 
twentieth-century textile workers in Chapter 3 perforce brought us to an 
emphasis on the links between labor movements and national liberation 
movements. Analogous links between contemporary labor movements and 
other movements need to be traced. 

Moreover, a full assessment of current trends in workers' bargaining 
power requires that we bring the world political context into sharp focus for 
another reason. So far, this section has emphasized the»impact of changes 
in the organization of production on workers' bargaining power. Yet as 
Chapter 4 emphasized, workers' bargaining power in the twentieth century 
was founded at least as much on workers' centrality within the world power 
strategies of states as on their centrality within complex processes of pro-
duction. There is every reason to expect that the trajectory of twenty-first 
century labor movements will continue to be intertwined with the (chang-
ing) dynamics of war and world politics - a theme to which we now turn. 

IV. Whither War and Workers' Rights? 

As argued in Chapter 4, twentieth-century world labor unrest has been 
deeply enmeshed in the dynamics of world politics and war. Several impor-
tant tendencies stand out. First, the power of workers vis-a-vis their states 
increased dramatically beginning in the late nineteenth century as states 

2 It is important to note that a significant proportion of the new working classes in formation 
in core countries are (documented and undocumented) immigrants. This fact influences, 
both positively and negatively, the amount and type of resources available to build asso-
ciational bargaining power. Legal constraints are among die obvious negative influences. 
Ethnic community ties and potential access to transnational resources are among the positive 
influences. As in the early twentieth century, today's internationally mobile working classes 
(to the extent that they can in fact move) provide a structural basis for the international 
diffusion of labor unrest, as carriers 6f ideologies and forms of struggle as well through the 
development of transnational forms of associational bargaining power ( e.g., cross-border 
solidarity and transnational organizing). 
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became increasingly dependent for victory on the willingness, even enthu-
siasm, of worker-citizens sent to the front, as well as workers in factories 
supplying the front. Itwas in the context of the escalation of interimperialist 
rivalries and armed conflict in the first half of the twentieth century that 
workers (especially in metropolitan countries) succeeded in pushing their 
states toward a more rapid expansion of both workers' rights and broad 
democratic rights. Yet, this socialization of the state had only limited suc-
cess in retaining workers' loyalties. T h e horrors and dislocations caused 
by modern industrialized warfare made such efforts at national social com-
pacts increasingly unstable, eventually unleashing a vicious circle of war, 
labor unrest, and revolutionary crises. T h e general systemic chaos of the 
first half of the twentieth century was only resolved through substantial 
political-economic reforms at the global level after the Second World War. 
This included the successful establishment of international monetary and 
trade regimes whose rules implicitly recognized that labor is a fictitious 
commodity that needs to be protected from the harshest verdicts of an un-
regulated world market. These global reforms opened the space for the 
establishment of mass consumption and developmentalist social compacts 
at the national level (see Chapter 4). 

From this perspective, the decline in labor unrest and the de-radical -
ization of labor movements in the second half of the twentieth century 
is a result of the transition to a situation of more controlled and limited 
warfare as well as a more labor-friendly international environment. More-
over, whether we might in the twenty-first century return to a situation of 
escalating and radicalized labor unrest on a world-scale is tied to whether 
we will return to a situation of growing interstate conflict and world war 
analogous to the first half of the twentieth century. 

T h e war in Vietnam in this regard has a wide-ranging significance. First, 
the Vietnam War experience reinforces our conclusion about the radicaliz-
ing effects of costly and unpopular wars as well as the propensity of states to 
deal with the contradictions by further socializing the state (see Chapter 4). 
But the Vietnam War was also significant because it provoked a major crisis 
of U.S. global economic and military power, setting off a series of moves 
that culminated in a counterrevolution in U.S. global policy. At the heart 
of this counterrevolution was a major shift in U.S. global military strategy 
as well as a major shift in U.S. global social-economic strategy. 

T h e counterrevolution in military strategy was tantamount to a recog-
ni tion by the United States (and other metropolitan countries) that any war 
that risked the lives of more than a handful of their worker-citizens was a 
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serious risk to social stability. Recognition of this fact at first paralyzed the 
United States in the military sphere in the 1970s. In the 1980s, in contrast, 
this paralysis was overcome through a sharp shift from labor-intensive to 
capital-intensive warfare. T h e advantages for countries that could afford 
the high-tech strategy were first made clear by the United Kingdom in the 
Falkland/Mai vinas War. It was confirmed spectacularly in the Gulf War and 
again, less spectacularly, with the Kosovo War. Internal opposition to these 
wars within First World countries remained low because First World gov-
ernments (the United States in particular) went to extreme lengths to keep 
casualties among their own •worker-citizen-soldiers to a minimum (tending 
toward zero). Moreover, tremendous energies in the research and develop-
ment sphere have been devoted to the automation of war (i.e., the complete 
removal of the First World human from both the risk of being killed and 
direct contact with the process of mass killing) (Greider 1998). 

This is a very different type of war than the type that radicalized workers 
and created the explosive pattern of world labor unrest in the first half 
of the twentieth century. Recent wars have inflicted tremendous damage 
on the generally poor countries on whom the high-tech explosives land -
destroying economic infrastructures and hence stable working classes - but 
they have not "violently moved the masses" in the First World. Thus, if 
warfare continues to insulate First World workers (and citizens more gen-
erally) from its more horrifying aspects while destroying stable working 
classes elsewhere, it is not likely to produce the kind of powerful and explo-
sive labor unrest that characterized the first half of the twentieth century. 

At the same time, the more First World states move toward the automa-
tion of war, the more they emancipate themselves from dependence on 
their worker-citizens for success in war. As such, one of the most powerful 
processes underlying the expansion of workers' and democratic rights is 
being reversed, raising the question of whether this reversal is facilitating 
a major contraction in workers' and democratic rights. Indeed, the other 
side of the 1980s counterrevolution in the military sphere has been a coun-
terrevolution in the social-economic sphere. T h e relatively labor-friendly 
and development-friendly international regime was replaced in the 1980s 
by a decidedly labor- and development-unfriendly regime. The mass con-
sumption and developmentalist social contracts at the heart of the postwar 
global New Deal were abandoned from above. Social safety nets at the 

3 How the "war on terrorism" will affectthe relationship between war and labor unrest remains 
to be seen. For an early assessment of the impact on U.S. labor, see Kutalik2002. 
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national level were cut or dismantled worldwide along with the institutions 
at the international level that allowed/promoted them. Thus, the counter-
revolution in the social-economic sphere can be said to have brought about 
a trend toward the de-socialization of the state. 

So far we have argued that the contemporary global political-military 
context contrasts sharply with the global political-military context that pro-
duced radicalized and explosive labor unrest in the late nineteenth and 
fi rst half of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, with the dismantling of 
the labor-friendly international regime, the contemporary global social-
economic context has come to share important features with the global 
social-economic context of the earlier period. In both periods, laissez-faire 
ideology was embraced, and there was a concerted move to free up capital 
from restrictions, thus facilitating an acceleration in the restructuring of 
global processes of capital accumulation (wide-ranging fixes) that destroyed 
noncommodified and socially protected sources of livelihood. Critically, in 
both periods, tiiere was a major shift of investment out of trade and produc-
tion into finance and speculation - what we have called a financial fix.4 In 
both periods, these transformations, including the financialization of capi-
tal, contributed to growing structural unemployment, escalating inequality, 
and major disruptions in established ways/of life and livelihood for workers 
worldwide. Finally, in both periods, the take-off of the financial fix went 
hand in hand with major employer antilabor offensives and a decline of 
labor unrest. In the late nineteenth century, this decline was short-lived. In 
the first half of the twentieth century, growing grievances and the strength-
ening structural bargaining power of workers (at the point of production 
and in world politics) combined to produce powerful waves of Marx-type 
and Polanyi-type labor unrest (see Chapters 1 and 4). These upsurges of 
labor unrest, in turn, played a key role in forcing the world's elites to imple-
ment major political and social-economic reforms at the global level (see 
Chapter 4). 

4 The financial fix and the shift in international regimes are critical explanatory factors because 
they are the two elements that distinguish the late-nineteenth- and late-twentieth-century 
periods of globalization from the thirty to forty years following the Second World War. As we 
argued in Chapter 4, the Golden Age of Capitalism in the 1950s and 1960s was characterized 
by continual spatial, technological, and product fixes that weakened labor movements at 
specific points in time and space, but that overall produced a trend of labor movement 
strengthening that lasted until the 1970s. The turning point was in the 1980s, with the 
intertwined take-off of the financial fix and dismantling of the labor-friendly international 
regime. 
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T h e analogies between the late nineteenth century and late twentieth 
century raise the question of whether we can also expect the contemporary 
decline of labor unrest to be short-lived (or at least temporary). Indeed, 
many observers see signs of a mounting backlash in the anti-globalization 
demonstrations in Seattle and beyond. T h e belief in T I N A ("there is no 
alternative") has been fundamentally shaken, and proposals for a fundamen-
tal labor-friendly transformation of the world political and social-economic 
regime are being forcefully put forward. Wha t are the chances that a new 
labor-friendly international regime will be established? And what are the 
chances that such a regime will come out of (and substantively reflect) a 
genuine labor internationalism? These are the questions to which we turn 
in the next and concluding section. 

V. A New Labor Internationalism? 

T h e late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century periad of globalization 
was associated not only with rising and explosive labor unrest but also 
with the eventual collapse of the Second International and two world wars. 
The collapse of labor internationalism, we argued, was closely related to 

imperialism and the socialization of the state, processes that tied the security 
of workers' livelihoods to the power of their nation-states. With the late-
twentieth-century trend toward the de-socialization of the state, are the 
underlying conditions becoming more favorable to the flourishing oflabor 
i nternationalism? 

In answering this question, another parallel between the two periods 
of globalization is instructive. In both periods national-protectionism with 
racist and xenophobic overtones has been an important part of the reaction 
by workers (and others) to the dislocations provoked by an unregulated 
global labor market.3 In Chapter 1, we suggested that there is no reason 
to expect that just because capital finds it profitable to treat all workers 
as interchangeable equivalents, workers would themselves find it in their 
interests to accept this. Rather, insecure human beings (including workers), 
have good reason to insist on the salience of nonclass boundaries and borders 
(e.g., race, citizenship, gender) as a way of making claims for privileged 
protection from the maelstrom. T h e de-socialization of the state thus does 

1 In this regard, the parallels between the U.S. labor movement's stance toward China and 
the Chinese in the late nineteenth and late twentieth centuries is striWng (see Silver and 
Arrighi 2000; Saxton 1971; Cockburn 2000). 
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not in itself supply fertile ground for labor internationalism to take root. 
Indeed, one could argue that the living standards of First World workers 
today are less dependent on the ability of their states to fight interimperialist 
wars than on their ability to keep out competition from Third World labor 
by imposing import and immigration restrictions. 

World labor unrest in the twentieth century, we argued in Chapter 4, 
has been embedded in a pendulum swing between crises of profitability and 
crises of social legitimacy. T h e crisis of profitability marked by the Great 
Depression of the late nineteenth century was resolved through a series of 
fixes that undermined livelihoods and established ways of life throughout 
the world. T h e outcome was a deep crisis of social legitimacy and a vicious 
circle of mounting labor unrest, revolutionary crises, and world war. After 
a half century of increasing systemic chaos, the postwar social contracts 
involved an explicit recognition that workers had to be protected from 
unregulated global market forces. Although profits were never completely 
subordinated'to livelihood, there was a widespread recognition that unless 
capitalism could be shown to be capable of providing physical and economic 
security, it would not survive the growing revolutionary challenges from 
below. Workers could not be treated as simple commodities to be used or 
left unused according to market forces. Nevertheless, such a philosophical 
and policy stance by the 1970s had come to be seen as a growing fetter 
on profits, and in the 1980s it was abandoned by the world's elites. The 
world-scale dislocations of established ways of life and livelihood caused by 
this late-twentieth-century swing toward unregulated markets is once again 
producing a deep crisis of social legitimacy for world capitalism. Whether 
the crisis of social legitimacy is (will become) sufficiently troublesome to 
the world's elites so as to provoke a new swing of the pendulum back toward 
an emphasis on livelihood and security remains to be seen. 

Nevertheless, the analysis carried forward in this book makes it clear that 
the global social contracts of the postwar era did not provide a stable solu-
tion, either for labor or for capital, and that, moreover, a simple return to the 
past is impossible. For in promising to meet the aspirations of the escalat-
ing workers' and nationalist movements of the period, the U.S.-sponsored 
global regime fudged several issues. T h e ideology of unlimited growth that 
underpinned the global New Deal meant that, for a time, both the capi-
talist limits and the environmental limits of the mass-consumption social 
and developmentalist contracts could be ignored. The combined profitabil-
ity and environmental crises of the 1970s (loudly signaled by the oil price 
shocks of the decade) revealed the limits inherent in the world-hegemonic 
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promises made. Moreover, decades of industrialization and development -
the alleged prerequisite to Third World workers' entry into the Age of 
High Mass Consumption - had by the end of the American Century only 
consolidated world inequalities in income and resource use/abuse. While 
the overlap between the racial and wealth divides on a world-scale has been 
consolidated, environmental degradation has proceeded at a pace and scale 
unprecedented in human history. Thus the ultimate challenge faced by the 
workers of the world in the early twenty-first century is the struggle, not 
just against one's own exploitation and exclusion, but for an international 
regime that truly subordinates profits to the livelihood of all. 
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APPENDIX A 

The World Labor Group Database: Conceptualization, 
Measurement, and Data Collection Procedures 

The World Labor Group (WLG) database is one of the key empirical 
sources used in this book to document world-historical patterns of labor 
unrest. This database originates in a collective research effort by a group of 
graduate students and faculty (The World Labor Researcli Working Group) 
at the Fernand Braudel Center (Binghamton University) in the 1980s. The 
outcome of the group's work was published as a special issue of Review -
hereafter referred to as "the special issue" (see Silver, Arrighi, and Dubofsky 
1995). The present author subsequently expanded and updated the database 
produced in the first phase of the project. 

This appendix describes the W L G data collection project including is-
sues of conceptualization, measurement, and data collection procedures 
(see Silver 1995a in the special issue for a more in-depth treatment of these 
issues). The next section discusses the conceptualization of labor unrest 
used by the World Labor Group (see also Chapter 1). The second section 
discusses measurement issues, the third section discusses data collection 
procedures, and the fourth section discusses the outcome of various reliabil-
ity studies. Finally, Appendix B reproduces the data collection instructions 
used for compiling the W L G database. 

I. The Concept of World-Scale Labor Unrest 

Efforts to gain an adequate picture of the long-term, world-scale patterns of 
labor unrest face special problems of conceptualization and measurement. 
Workers' resistance has taken a variety of forms over the space and time 
of the world economy. While it might at first seem intuitively obvious, 
the concept of labor unrest as a world-historical phenomenon and how 
one might go about measuring it are far from obvious. In Chapter 1, we 
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discussed the broad conceptualization of labor unrest used here, taking off 
from Marx's and Polanyi's conceptualizations of labor power as a "fictitious 
commodity." Here we focus on clarifying concretely the types of actions that 
would be included and excluded in a collection of labor unrest events built 
on this conceptualization. In so doing, we focus on two distinct components 
of the labor unrest concept in turn - labor and unrest. 

Labor Unres t 

What makes labor unrest distinctive from other forms of social unrest is 
that it is rooted in the proletarian condition; that is, it is composed of the 
resistances and reactions by human beings to being treated as a commodity. 
T h e resistances that encompass labor unrest include both: 

(a) struggles against being treated as a commodity at the point of produc-
tion (ke., Marx's focus on the struggle over the extraction of surplus 
labor); and 

(b) struggles against being treated as a commodity on the labor mar-
ket (i.e., Polanyi's focus on the struggles for protection against the 
ravages of the self-regulating market system). 

Labor unrest includes resistance to commodification by: 

(a) workers who have been thoroughly proletarianized and who struggle 
without any thought of escaping wage labor, and 

(b) workers who are only recently or partially proletarianized and who 
struggle with the aim of escaping the proletarian condition. 

In sum, the relevant actors included in the concept of labor unrest are all 
those reacting against the effects of the commodification of their labor 
power. 

T h e commodification oflabor power creates a wide arena of struggles: 

(a) resistance to the prolongation, intensification, and degradation of 
work at the point of production: 

(b) resistance to low or falling real wages and mass unemployment on 
the labor market; and 

(c) resistance to forced proletarianization and the destruction of cus-
tomary ways of life, whether through the direct use of violence or 
the destruction of alternatives to wage labor. 
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T h e targets of these acts of resistance to the proletarian condition are 
varied. 

(a) They may target the employer directly - strikes, slowdowns, or sabotage 
to protest the prolongation, intensification, or degradation of work; 
similar actions aimed at raising wages or establishing an internal 
labor market that protects the firm's workers against the vicissitudes 
of the labor market; machine-wrecking, land occupations by landless 
agricultural workers, or desertions to the nonwage rural sector by 
workers seeking to escape the proletarian condition. 

(b) They may target the state - seek to achieve their aims by eliciting state 
intervention on their behalf (or by stopping pro-capitalist state in-
tervention). Such acts of resistance include demonstrations, general 
strikes and other forms of agitation on behalf of policies restricting 
the length of the working day or regulating other conditions of work 
at the point of production. They also include similar acts aimed at 
eliciting state action designed to lessen the impact of a "formally free" 
labor market such as a legal minimum wage, government spending 
to create employment, or basic food subsidies. Likewise included 
are community revolts and revolutions against states (particularly 
colonial states) percei ved as assisting in the forced creation of a pro-
letariat through the willful destruction of established (non-capitalist) 
means of livelihood through taxation, enclosures, or military 
campaigns. 

Thus, the proletarian condition produces a wide range of resistances trace-
able to the negative effects of the commodification of labor power. These 
forms of resistance constitute, as a set of social actions, the category of labor 
unrest. 

Historically, however, workers are embedded in ethnic, religious, na -
tional, and gender communities/identities, and the solidarities that bind 
them are often those of such communities. T h e "banners" raised in strug-
gles are often those of communal identification rather than specifically those 
of working-class identification. In some cases, the overlap between class and 
ethnicity, nationality, or gender is so close that struggles taking place under 
a communal banner can be easily identified as labor unrest (i.e., as struggles 
against the proletarian condition). In other cases, however, workers make 
alliances with other classes and their struggles become merged (sometimes 
submerged) in cross-class struggles that receive some of their momentum 
from resistances to the proletarian condition but that become difficult to 
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label comfortably as labor unrest. In these cases, we are confronted by a 
practical difficulty since we do not want to ignore the proletarian compo-
nent, but we do not want to include the nonproletarian component within 
our concept of labor unrest. Such movements, then, must be kept in a sep-
arate intermediate category, neither simply included nor simply excluded 
from the study of labor unrest. 

Labor Unrest 

Before we proceed with a discussion of measurement issues, we must further 
specify the unrest component of our concept. As discussed in the previous 
section, labor unrest is composed of acts of resistance by human beings to 
being turned into and/or treated as commodities. Many of these acts of 
resistance are easily identifiable as labor unrest because the actors them-
selves openly declare that their purpose is to challenge and/or contain 
exploitation. Certain kinds of open protests (e.g., strikes, boycotts, riots, 
demonstrations) combined with certain kinds of open demands (e.g., in-
creased wages, decreased work loads, government subsidization of basic 
food and transportation, full-employment) are easily identifiable as acts of 
labor unrest. 

However, there is a whole other sphere of hidden acts of resistance (un-
declared and unacknowledged class warfare), which precisely because it 
remains undeclared is often not easily identifiable as unrest. These acts of 
resistance are what James Scott (1985) has dubbed "the weapons of the 
weak" or "everyday forms of resistance" (e.g., foot dragging, soldiering, 
shoddy workmanship, undeclared slowdowns, pilfering, false compliance, 
desertion, absenteeism, feigned ignorance, slander, sabotage, "accidents"). 
According to Scott (1985: 33): 

What everyday forms of resistance share with more dramatic public confrontations 
is of course that they are intended to mitigate or deny any claims made by superor-
dinate classes or to advance claims vis-a-vis those superordinate classes . . . Where 
everyday resistance most strikingly departs from other forms of resistance is in 
its implicit disavowal of public and symbolic goals. Where institutionalized pol-
itics is formal, overt, concerned with systematic, de jure change, everyday resis-
tance is informal, often covert, and concerned largely with immediate de facto 
gains. 

T h e masking of de facto resistance with apparent acquiescence and 
conformity often leads observers to overlook these forms of unrest. How-
ever, these forms have been found to be pervasive in situations ranging 
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from the labor-coercive economy of the Rhodesian mines studied by Van 
Onselen (1976) to the Ford assembly line studied by Beynon (1973) and 
the Hungarian machine shop studied by Harazti (1977). 

Basing himself on the African labor studies literature, Cohen (1980: 12-
17) enumerated a wide range of "hidden forms of resistance." These include 
desertion (to the nonwage sector or systematic labor turnover within the 
wage sector); community withdrawal or revolt to escape proletarianization;1 

task, time, and efficiency bargaining (e.g., quota restrictions, soldiering, 
bamboozling the time-and-motion men); and sabotage (to give workers a 
break from the machine-driven pace of work or to forestall the introduction 
of labor-saving and job-eliminating new machinery). We also include all 
these acts of resistance within our concept of labor unrest when they are 
widespread, collective practices. 

However, Cohen included in his concept of hidden forms of resistance 
actions by workers that are not consciously intended to be acts of resistance. 
Thus, he argued that sickness and accidents, even when mot acts of volition, 
"do indeed constitute forms of resistance" because they are responses to 
unacceptable working and living conditions (1980: 18-19). Here we must 
depart. Our concept of labor unrest only includes purposeful (although not 
necessarily openly declared) acts of resistance by workers to the commodi-
fication of their labor power. 

Finally, among his hidden forms of resistance, Cohen also included the 
creation of a contraculture by workers, drug use, and belief in otherworldly 
solutions. Here we must say "it all depends on the context." Tha t is, in some 
contexts, these are indeed forms of labor unrest or resistance; in other con-
texts, they are merely forms of adaptation to the commodification of labor. 
It depends on whether these acts function as part of efforts to resist ex-
ploitation or as part of efforts to forget about exploitation.' Thus, religion 
may be the "opium of the masses" (e.g., exploitation at work can be toler 
ated because the meek will be rewarded in an afterlife), or it may provide 
community networks and a counterideology of justice and struggle for the 
oppressed (e.g., the active church role in the workers' struggles in Poland 
and Brazil). Likewise, alcohol and drugs may be the "opium of the masses" 
(making hard labor and authoritarian relations at work easier to withstand), 
or it may be part of a general resistance to giving employers the effective use 

1 This is hidden only in the sense tha t f t is often interpreted as wars of pacification or proto-
nationalism, with its labor component ignored. 

2 Cohen himself is ambiguous about whether these always constitute resistance. 
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of the commodity labor-power (as absenteeism and shoddy workmanship 
take their toll). Similar distinctions apply to contracultures. 

Hirschman's (1970) categories of exit, voice, and loyalty are helpful in 
further clarifying our concept of labor unrest. Hirschman (1970:30) defined 
"voice" as any "attempt to change, rather than escape from an objectionable 
state of affairs." Our concept of labor unrest, includes all acts that can be 
classifi ed as voice. Hirschman (1970:4—5) argued that both voice and certain 
forms of "exit" play a "recuperative role": They make capitalists aware that 
changes in the way of doing business are necessary if they are to survive. 
Our concept of labor unrest includes all those forms of resistance that play a 
recuperative or transformatory role. Apart from voice, these include certain 
types of exit and everyday forms of resistance. These are discussed next, in 
turn. 

T h e types of exit included are: (1) attempts to escape proletarianiza-
tion through collective revolt or desertion (noisy exit); and (2) attempts to 
improve wages'or working conditions through systematic turnover in situ-
ations of labor shortage (voiceless exit). Systematic turnover in a situation 
of labor shortage is often recognized by capitalists as a form of worker resis-
tance and as a problem that requires an active and transformatory response. 
Examples range from Ford's Five Dollar Day to the elimination of racial 
restrictions on residence in South Africa. Conversely, exit/migration out of 
labor-surplus firms or regions is not included in our concept of labor unrest. 
T h e workers' exit is not experienced relationally as resistance to exploita-
tion. There is no significant "recuperative" (or transformatory) impact on 
the firms or areas from which the surplus workers depart. 

T h e everyday forms of resistance discussed earlier can be categorized as 
feigned loyalty. These acts involve the purposeful muting of one's critical 
opinions and a roundabout resistance to exploitation. This roundabout-
ness and muting of open protest is a result of the weakness of the sub-
ordinate groups and the ability of the dominant groups to impose severe 
sanctions on those who do not obey. According to Hirschman (1970: 96-7), 
when organizations make the price of both exit and voice (protest) too high 
through the threat of severe sanctions (e.g., loss of livelihood, loss of life), 
"they also largely deprive themselves of both recuperative mechanisms." 
In other words, the resistances of the weak, given that they are masked 
by feigned loyalty, do not send signals about the need for change to cap-
italists; that is, they do not set off the processes of restructuring of social 
and economic relations that characterize the impact of more overt forms of 
protest. 
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Hirschman's argument probably holds true when hidden forms of la-
bor unrest are scattered and sporadic individual acts; however, when they 
reach a widespread and pathological level, we would argue that unmistak-
able signals are indeed sent to employers about the need for restructuring. 
One relevant example would be the widespread drunkenness, absenteeism, 
and shoddy workmanship that plagued Soviet enterprises in the 1970s and 
1980s. It could be argued that these forms of labor unrest, rather than more 
overt protests, were critical in prompting the initial revolution from above 
(perestroika). Thus, our concept of labor unrest includes the "weapons of 
the weak" when these forms of resistance are widespread, collective practices, but 
it excludes these same acts if they are deemed to be isolated and sporadic 
individual acts. 

Finally, acts of labor unrest are generally acts of inter-class (labor-capital) 
struggle (i.e., unrest directed against capitalists or against the state as an 
intermediary or as an agent of capital). However, as was discussed earlier, 
workers are embedded in ethnic, religious, national, aij,d gender commu-
nities/identities. These identities may be incorporated into mobilizing slo-
gans, or they may be used to build cross-class alliances. However, they may 
also be used to mobilize one group of workers (e.g., whites, men) against 
competition from another group of workers (e.g., Blacks, women). In these 
cases, workers' struggles are directed against other workers (e.g., job de-
marcation strikes by white/male workers protesting the employment of 
Black/women workers). However, these struggles are also directed against 
the capitalists. They seek to restrict the ability of the capitalist to treat all 
workers as equal commodities. Thus, however unsympathetic, they will be 
counted as forms of labor unrest. 

Wha t then about movements that produce racist cross-class alliances 
(e.g., apartheid) or, for that matter, alliances between workers and cap-
italists such as those between the U.S. textile or autoworkers and their 
respective bosses agitating for restrictions on foreign competition for their 
industry? Like the cross-class movements discussed in the previous section 
(e.g., national liberation movements), these movements are impossible to 
label simply as labor unrest, but at the same time we do not want to ig-
nore their proletarian component. Thus, they must also be treated as part 
of an "intermediate" category of multiclass movements that can be neither 
simply included nor simply excluded from our analyses. 

Ib sum up, the concept of labor unrest that we aim to measure is com-
posed of all the (observable) resistances and reactions by human beings to 
being treated as a commodity, both at the point of production and in the 
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labor market. It includes all consciously intended, open acts of resistance. It 
also includes hidden forms of resistance when these are widespread, collec-
tive practices. Finally, the concept of labor unrest includes acts by workers 
who organize themselves under communal banners other than labor, when 
there is a clear overlap between class and community, and when the struggle 
is directed at resisting the proletarian condition. 

II. The Measurement of World-Scale Labor Unrest 

This section first discusses the limits of previously existing data sources 
on labor unrest before moving on to a discussion of the advantages and 
disadvantages of using newspapers as a source on world labor unrest. 

The Uses and Abuses of Official Strike Statistics 

Government-collected strike statistics are the most commonly used in-
dicator of labor unrest or labor militancy. Strike statistics have much to 
recommend them, but there are several major difficulties involved in rely-
ing solely (or even mainly) on strike statistics in a study of labor unrest -
especially one that seeks to analyze labor unrest as integral to the processes 
of long-term, world-historical social change. 

The meaning of a strike is considerably different at different points in 
time and space. Strikes that occur in a time and place where they are illegal 
cannot be easily equated with a strike in a time and place where they have 
become legal, routine, and routinized. Yet, strike statistics necessarily make 
this equation. 1 he following example illustrates the problem. There was 
a historically high level of strike activity in the United States in the 1950s 
and 1960s; most observers, however, attributed this fact to the institution-
alization of labor-capital conflict after the Second World War. T h e official 
strike became accepted as a normal bargaining tool in contract negotia-
tions. Thus , a large volume of strikes is not necessarily an indication of a 
correspondingly large volume of labor unrest. Treating a strike in Franco's 
Spain as indicative of roughly the same "amount" of labor unrest as a strike 
in the 1960s United States (or 1990s Spain for that matter) is a dubious 
equation and procedure.3 

3 Along these same lines, Piven and Cloward (1992) have complained of a widespread tendency 
to conflate such routine and nonnormative collective action in the social science literature 
on protest. 

188 



II. Measuring World-Scale Labor Unrest 

Moreover, as discussed in Section I, the strike is f ar from the only or even 
main form in which labor unrest is expressed. Labor unrest may manifest 
itself primarily in nonstrike forms of struggle ranging from slowdowns and 
sabotage to riots and demonstrations. T h e prevalence of nonstrike forms of 
struggle may be especially significant at two ends of a spectrum: that is, they 
may be especially prevalent where strikes are illegal and open confrontation 
impossible or where strikes have become routinized and generally mean-
ingless as a significant form of struggle against the proletarian condition. 
Thus, the assumption (frequently made) that strikes can serve as a proxy 
indicator for all forms oflabor unrest is unacceptable and potentially quite 
misleading. 

Finally, strike statistics are often collected according to criteria that ex-
clude 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 ex-
cluded "political strikes" from their official count of strike activity. Yet, as 
was discussed in Section I, workers frequently make demands on the state 
(e.g., through political strikes) as part of their efforts to resist the proletarian 
condition. 

Beyond the question of whether strike counts are good indicators oflabor 
unrest, there is perhaps a more obvious problem in using strike statistics in 
studies of long-term, world-historical social change. This limitation is the 
insufficient temporal and geographical scope of existing strike series data. 
Only a handful of countries have data series that date back to the beginning 
of the twentieth century. For most countries, 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 war for Germany, France, 
and Italy or for a period in the early twentieth century when the U.S. 
government decided to discontinue strike data collection). Moreover, data 
collections covering nonstrike forms of unrest are even more rare.4 

Some studies attempt to skirt the difficulties involved in the limited geo-
graphical scope of strike statistics by (implicitly or explicitly) assuming that 
it is possible to generalize from national cases (for which data are avail-
able) to other countries or even the world. Many studies have raised ques-
tions about the wisdom of making generalizations about so-called advanced 

4 For works that discuss the methodological problems involved in the collection and use of 
official strike statistics, see Edwards (1981), Hyman (1972), Jackson (1987), Knowles (1952), 
Shalev (1978), and Franzosi (1995), among others. 
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industrial countries (e.g., Korpi and Shalev 1979). Generalizing from this 
group of countries to rest of the world would seem to be an even more 
dubious practice. 

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 1, proceeding on the basis of national 
case studies forces us to assume that each case evolves in isolation from 
the other cases. If, as we assume, a single set of world-level processes link 
workers in different parts of the globe, then the only acceptable way of 
proceeding is by building up a picture of the functioning of the system as a 
whole in order to understand (or forecast) the trajectory of each case. We 
need to build up a picture of the patterning of labor unrest over time for 
the world-economy as a whole to be able to proceed with our work. 

Thus, we find ourselves without a readily available indicator of labor un-
rest, which would be acceptable for the study of long-term, world-historical 
social change. 

Newspapers as a Source of Reliable Information 

Faced with these difficulties, the World Labor Research Working Group 
at the Fernand Braudel Center decided to create a new database on world 
labor unrest. This database has been compiled from reports of labor unrest 
in The Times (London) and the New York Times - the major newspapers of 
the two world hegemonic powers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Tapping major newspapers as a source to construct indexes of protest has 
become a fairly widespread and developed practice in the social sciences.5 As 
Burstein (1985: 202) wrote: "In recent years . . . a small but growing group 
of social scientists has concluded that valid time-series data on many of the 
more visible aspects of politics could be collected by drawing on an obvious 
but hitherto untapped data source - major newspapers." Burstein collected 
data on civil rights demonstrations and other protest activities from the 
New York Times and concluded that the data from this source "convey a 
generally accurate picture of the events and time trends analyzed . . . and 
are far better than any other actual or potentially available data." Likewise, 
the Tillys (1975: 315) concluded from their study of collective violence in 

5 Burstein (1985), Danzger (1975), Jenkins and Perrow (1977), Koopmans (1993), 
Korzeniewicz (1989), Kowalewski (1993), McAdam (1982), Paige (1975), Snyder and 
Kelly (1977), Snyder and Tilly (1972), Sugimoto (1978a, 1978b), Tarrow(1989), Tilly (1978, 
1981), and Tilly et al. (1975) are among those who have used the newspapers to construct 
indexes of protest. On methodological issues, see Franzosi (1987, 1990). 
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France that "the newspaper scanning provides a more comprehensive and 
uniform sample of events than any alternative source available to us." 

These studies use information gleaned from national newspapers to mea-
sure occurrences of protest within that state. What is innovative about the 
World Labor Group's project is that we attempted to create reliable indi-
cators of world-level labor unrest from newspaper reports. We rejected the 
route of aggregating information from national newspapers. T h e amount of 
work involved in reading and recording all reports of labor unrest over the 
last century from a major national newspaper for each country of the world 
was simply beyond reason. Moreover, even if the data collection effort were 
feasible, intractable problems of comparability of data sources would arise 
in attempting to combine the information retrieved from many different 
national sources into a single world indicator. Our solution has been to rely 
on the major newspapers of the world's hegemonic powers. Our reasoning 
was as follows: 

1. The Times (London) and the New York Times have had world-level 
information-collecting capabilities throughout the twentieth century. As 
a result, geographical bias rooted in the technological limits of newspa-
per reporting during the period of our research is not a major problem, 
especially with regard to The Times (London) (see Dangler 1995 in the 
special issue). 

2. Our choice of The Times (London) and the New York Times was also 
intended to minimize the problem of geographical bias in reporting due 
to editorial policies (as opposed to technological constraints). World 
hegemonic powers, by definition, take the entire world as their sphere 
of interest or influence. T h e reporting of both sources is global (see 
Dangler 1995 and Appendix B in the special issue). 

3. While the reporting of both newspapers is global, both also show re-
gional biases, apparently in favor of areas that have historically been 
considered spheres of influence or interest, for example, South Asia and 
Australia for The Times (London) and Latin America for the New York 
Times (see Appendix B in the special issue). By combining the two sources 
into a single indicator of world labor unrest, we may counterbalance the 
regional biases of each source taken separately," 

6 Moreover, the regional biases appearto be less significant when it comes to reporting labor 
unrest waves. Both sources tend to report on waves of unrest, even for countries where their 
routine coverage is not extensive. 
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In sum, the World Labor Research Working Group began with the 
premise that reliable indicators of world-scale patterning of labor unrest 
could be constructed from The Ti?nes (London) and the New York Times. 
Section IV summarizes the results of reliability studies carried out on the 
World Labor Group database in order to either validate or invalidate this 
claim. First, however, we will describe the steps taken to create the World 
Labor Research Working Group Database on Labor Unrest. 

III. Data Collection Procedures 

Individual members of the research group read the indexes of The Times 
(London) and the New York Times to identify reports of labor unrest.7 A first 
round of data collection covered the New York Times from 1870 to 1990 and 
The Times (London) from 1906 to 1990. In a second phase of the project, 
the database was updated in the same manner through 1996. In addition, 
during this second round, the Palmer's Index (on-line) was used as a source 
of reports on labor unrest in The Times (London) from 1870 to 1905, since 
the official index to The Times only begins in 1906.8 

For each report of labor unrest found in the newspapers' indexes, we 
recorded onto a specially designed standard recording form the month, day, 

7 Several measures were taken to ensure that the collection of labor unrest mentions from 
the indexes was as complete and accurate as possible. The central difficulty was in achieving 
completeness: relevant mentions of labor unrest might be buried throughout the index 
(under country, industry, or other subject headings). Moreover, the organization of the 
indexes varied for each newspaper source across time. A first stage in the data collection 
process, thus, involved a series of tests and revisions of coding procedures; the data recording 
instructions were successively refined so as to maximize inter-coder reproducibility ofresults. 
Inter-coder reliability assessments were also used as part of the trainingprocedure for coders. 

Second, despite our very limited resources, we decided to assign two data collectors, 
working independently, to each year of the New York Times index to maximize the thor-
oughness of the search for labor unrest mentions. When the collection of data from the 
newspaper index for a given year was completed by both coders, coding sheets were com-
pared and combined so that all the citations identified by either or both coders were included 
in the database. A measure similar to Burstein's (1985: 211-12) "inclusion reliability" was 
used to assess both the performance of individual coders and the reliability of individual 
years. We used the ongoing assessments of individual coder performance in making coding 
assignments. That is, we tried to ensure that at least one "high-confidence" coder was as-
signed to each year. Because of our limited resources, this complete duplication of the data 
collection work was not possible for The Times (London) index. Nevertheless, the present 
author was responsible for almost the entire London Times series, thus strengthening our 
confidence in the relative completeness and consistency of The Times database. 

3 The data-recording instructions used in the project are reproduced as Appendix B. In addi-
tion a prepackaged training kit was developed and used to both train and evaluate coders. 
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year, page and column of the article, the location of the action (country, city), 
the action-type (e.g., strike, riot), and the industry or industries involved.9 

Reports on labor unrest in all countries of the world were recorded with 
one exception. Because of the totally disproportionate criteria for reporting 
on domestic news, incidents of labor unrest in the United States and the 
United Kingdom were not recorded from the New York Times and The Times, 
respectively. Instead, we relied on the U.S. coverage of The Times (London) 
and the U.K. coverage of the New York Times, for our U.S. and U.K. data. 

The end result of the first two phases of the project was a complete 
census of all mentions of labor unrest around the world in the indexes. 
Specifically, the database covers from 1870 to 1996 for both the New York 
Times and The Times (London).10 To put it concretely, we have recorded on-
to our standard form a total of 91,947 mentions of labor unrest around the 
world, with information on the year, action-type, country, city, and industry 
for each, as well as the article, page, date, and column number.11 

v 
9 The recording unit used is the "mention" of labor unrest by the index. Thus, for example, 

the same strike may be mentioned several times because it is reported on in several articles. 
Each mention (corresponding to a different article) was recorded and counted separately. 
Likewise, a single article may report on a number of different acts of labor unrest (e.g., 
several strikes in different locations, a strike plus a riot in the same location). Each action, 
even if reported on in the same article, is recorded and counted separately. If, on the other 
hand, the index repeated the same exact information twice at two different spots in the 
index, the duplicate was eliminated from the database. The assumption underlying this 
data-recording procedure is that more intense acts oflabor unrest will be reported on more 
frequently than less intense acts. Our procedure, thus, gives more weight to an action that 
is mentioned in two or more articles than an action that is only mentioned once. It would 
be possible at some future date to aggregate mentions into separate events; however, this 
would be a very labor-intensive project Since, for this book, the data are only being used 
to identify major waves oflabor unrest, rather than study specifi c event sequences in depth, 
there would be no particular payoff to such an effort. 

10 The New York Times is based entirely on the official index, while The Times (London) is 
based on a combination of Palmer's Index (on-line) for 1870-1905 and the official index 
from 1906 to 1996. 

11 For this stage of the project, we relied on the newspapers' indexes as the source. T h e 
assumption is that the newspapers'indexes accurately reflect the contents of the newspaper, 
or that errors are sufficiently random so as not to have any significant effect on our overall 
results. Comparisons of sample years coded from the indexes and from the newspapers 
on microfilm and through the Nexis electronic archive indicate: (1) recording information 
from the indexes results in a slight undercounting of the number of articles with mentions 
of labor unrest; (2) this undercounting seems to be consistent across time and space, thus 
having no significant effect on the types of indicators we are constructing from the data 
at this point; (3) the time-savings involved in identifying labor unrest mentions from the 
indexes rather than from the newspapers on microfilm is significant (cutting the time 
by at least one-half); (4) at this point, the lost information is not sufficient to warrant the 

193 



Appendix A : World Labor Group Database 

This information was then entered into two computer files, one file for 
the mentions from the New York Times and one for those from The Times 
(London). Two time series of mentions were created for each country12 -
one based on each newspaper. For the analyses in this book, these two series 
were then combined into a single series for each country - the number of 
mentions of labor unrest being the sum of the two sources for each year. 
Figures 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 as well as Table 4.1 are based on the resulting 
1870-1996 time series. 

Figures 2.1, 3.3, and 3.4 as well as Tables 2.1, 3.1, and 3.2 disaggregate 
the combined time series by country and/or industry. Country and industry 
codes were assigned to each of the 91,947 mentions of labor unrest and 
disaggregated country and industry time series were created. For Tables 2.1, 
3.1, and 3.2, industry- and country-specific high points of labor unrest were 
identified using the criteria spelled out in Chapter 2 (footnotes 1 and 3) and 
Chapter 3 (footnote 5). 

IV. Assessing the Reliability o f the World Labor Group Database 

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. The: 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 or locations in space.13 In 

increased time commitment necessary to collect the data from the newspapers on microfilm. 
Finally, although the Nexis and microfilm searches yield more information, the index 
search nevertheless often uncovered important citations that eluded multiple attempts with 
complex Nexis search-strings. 

12 Names and boundaries of countries as they existed in 1990 are used throughout. In the 
cases where names and/or borders were different at some time in the past, an effort was 
made to identify the exact location (e.g., city, region) of the labor unrest and to group those 
mentions together with the "country" of which that area is now a part. Thus, for example, 
strikes that were indexed under the heading "Austro-Hungarian Empire" were counted as 
part of Hungary if they took place in Budapest and as part of Austria if they tookplace in 
Vienna. Likewise, 1990 borders have so far been retained for post 1990 data, despite the 
recent major wave of border changes. 

13 T h e number of incidents of labor unrest recorded in the database in any given year has no 
absolute meaning; ratheri ts meaning (high/low, rising/falling) is relative to the number of 
reported incidents in other years. 
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particular we are interested in being able to identify waves or high points 
of labor unrest across the time and space of the world economy. 

Reliability studies for seven countries are reported on in the special 
issue. Wave years of labor unrest for each country were identified using 
two different criteria, which are modified versions of the method used to 
calculate strike waves by Shorter and Tilly (1974).14 To qualify as a wave 
year: 

1. T h e number of mentions of labor unrest in that year had to be at least 
50 percent greater than the average of the preceding five years and 

2. T h e number of mentions of labor unrest in that year had to be greater 
than the mean number of mentions for that country over the entire 
eighty-five-year period. (At the time these studies were carried out the 
series stopped in 1990.) 

Reliability studies were carried out by members of the research team on 
thebasis of the key years identified. T h e picture of labor iunrest derived from 
the World Labor Group database was compared with the picture derived 
from other existing sources (the labor history literature and any available 
statistical series) for seven countries (Argentina, China, Egypt, Germany, 
Italy, South Africa, and the United States). These reliability studies are 
presented in Part II of the special issue. They provide strong support for 
the contention that the newspapers of the world's hegemonic powers can 
be used to create reliable indicators of the actual incidence of labor unrest 
waves across the time and space of the world economy. 

More specifically, the central strength of the World Labor Group 
database appears to be its fairly consistent ability to identify labor unrest 
waves within individual countries - and in particular those waves of labor 
unrest that represent turning points in the history of labor-capital rela-
tions. This reliability in identifying turning-point waves of unrest is tied to 
the particular characteristics of newspapers as a source for sociohistorical 
data: that is, the newspapers' bias against reporting routine events (such as 
institutionalized strike activity) and their bias in favor of reporting labor 
unrest that is not routine - "not just from a quantitative point of view, but 

14 T h e procedures used to identify major waves (high points) of labor unrest and to aggregate 
the time series of the two newspaper sources are slightly different in the special issue (see 
Silver 1995a) and this book. The procedures used in this book do not produce significant 
differences in the years singled out as major waves (high points) of labor unrest (and have 
the added advantage of being far less cumbersome). The results of the reliability studies 
thus apply to the data elaborations in both the special issue and this book. 
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as watersheds in labor-capital relations" (Arrighi 1995 in the special issue). 
Thus, the World Labor Group indicator correctly identifies as waves virtu-
ally all those years that are generally agreed to have been major quantitative 
or qualitative turning points in labor unrest for the countries examined in 
Part II of the special issue. 

One systematic bias that requires caution does emerge from the country 
studies in Part II of the special issue. T h e World Labor Group indicator 
underestimates the severity of labor unrest in the immediate post-Second 
World War years for several of the countries studied. For China, Egypt 
and the United States, the immediate postwar years qualify as labor unrest 
waves, but the relative number of labor unrest mentions is smaller than 
expected in relation to other wave years in the century. And for South Africa, 
the World Labor Group does not identify 1946 as a wave year, although 
it is generally acknowledged to be a wave year based on other sources. 
T h e explanation is fairly straightforward: The Times (London) experienced 
a severe paper shortage in the immediate postwar years and cut back on 
the number of pages (and therefore the extensiveness of its reporting). 
Fortunately, the New York Times did not experience any similar constraints. 

Another major strength of the World Labor Group database is the fact 
that it includes all the diverse forms of labor unrest. This means that our 
indicator is able to identify correctly the years of the major waves of la-
bor unrest that are sometimes excluded or undervalued by official strike 
statistics. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to expect (intuitively and from 
the experience of other researchers) that the newspapers will exhibit a sys-
tematic bias in favor of reporting incidents of labor unrest that are more 
openly confrontational (as opposed to hidden), use more violent (as op-
posed to nonviolent) tactics, and/or have larger (as opposed to smaller) 
numbers of participants (see, e.g., Snyder and Kelly 1977). Thus, although 
we have not yet done a study of the distribution of unrest by types of ac-
tion, it is likely that many of the forms of labor unrest that we discussed 
under the category of weapons of the weak or hidden forms of resistance 
will be systematically underreported by our newspaper sources relative 
to the reporting of more open forms of resistance. As Scott (1985: 33-6) 
noted: 

It is reasonably clear that the success of de facto resistance is often directly pro-
portional to the symbolic conformity with which it is masked . . . The nature of the 
acts themselves and the self-interested muteness of the antagonists thus conspire 
to create a complicitous silence that all but expunges everyday forms, of resistance 
from the historical record. 
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Our database cannot be used for a detailed study of hidden forms of 
resistance, but our experience has shownthatwhen hidden acts of resistance 
reach pathological levels, they are indeed reported on by the newspapers. 
For example, employer complaints ofwidespread absenteeism, drunkenness 
on the job, and shoddy workmanship in the Soviet Union were in fact 
reported on by our two newspaper sources during the 1970s and 1980s. 

In sum, while the W L G database, like all data sources, should be used 
with due caution, it has nevertheless proven to be a broadly reliable source 
for identifying world-scale patterns of labor unrest. It is unique in its ge-
ographical and temporal scope, opening up previously unavailable options 
for the empirical study of labor unrest as a world-historical phenomenon. 
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Instructions for Recording Data from Indexes 

This appendix contains the instructions used by persons recording data from 
newspaper indexes. Examples of how to classify events, the introductory 
statement, and the lists of index headings to use as a g-uide in searching 
the index are not'included here. Trie latter is a several-pages-long list of 
industries, countries, and other subject headings. 

A. llljat Types of Reported Actions to Record 

1. Record any action indicative of labor unrest (see definition). 
2. "Labor" includes wage workers and the unemployed (it does not include 

peasants, students, soldiers, communists, etc., but it does include agri-
cultural wage laborers). In the case of actions by the unemployed, write 
"unemployed" in the industry column of the coding sheet. 

3. Record actions even if they are only rumored, threatened, or planned, or 
if the report is that the action is completed and over. Also record actions 
that have been cancelled. 

4. Record even if the act is referred to in an editorial, is a report of persons 
commenting on the action, or an analysis of the impact of the action 
(e.g., on the nation's economy). 

5. Reports of state action against labor should be recorded in the following 
way: 
(a) If the index clause mentions a government action only, record it if it 

is indicative oflabor unrest (e.g., anti-strike legislation, arbitration); 
(b) If an index clause mentions both a labor action and a government 

action, do not record the government action unless: 
(i) T h e government action indicates a state of siege, coup d'etat, or 

martial law in response to labor unrest (government sending 
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in troops can be interpreted as martial law; arrests should 
not be); 

(ii) T h e government action involves violence (e.g., police clash with 
strikers). 

The intent of the foregoing rules is to record the government action 
on a separate line only if it is indicative of an escalation of a conflict 
involving labor. If you are unsure about how to code a government 
action, play it safe by recording it and writing out the exact words used 
in the index. 

6. Do not record actions in the United States from the New York Times or 
ones in Great Britain from The Times (London). 

7. Record acts in Puerto Rico, Ireland, and Northern Ireland from both 
indexes. Record on sheets separate from the United States and Great 
Britain, respectively. 

s. 
B. Categories to Check in Newspaper Indexes 

T h e entire index should be skimmed. Relevant entries can be found 
throughout. T h e following are the most likely categories under which rel-
evant entries are found: 

1. Labor 
2. Labor unions 
3. Strikes 
4. Countries (read through index using attached list as advisory guide) 
5. Industries (read through index using attached list as advisory guide) 
6. Follow up all cross-references encountered 

C. How to Use Data Recording Sheet 

1. Use one coding sheet for each year for each country (unless there are 
more than thirty-five events for that country in a given year; if so, you 
will have to use more than one sheet). 

2. Write your initials on top of sheet - after "coder." 
3. Use one line of the coding sheet for each mention of an act of labor 

unrest. Thus, if there are t\yo events reported in a single article (e.g., 
strike and riot; strike in auto and strike in mines) use two lines of the 
coding sheet. 
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4. Record an event each time there is a report on it, even if there is more 
than one article on that event in a given day, or if there are successive 
reports on the same event over a number of days, weeks, and so on. 

5. T h e index page number should be recorded in the first column of the 
coding sheet; the date, page, and column number of the article should 
be recorded in the second column. T h e action type should be recorded 
in the third column, the location of the act in the fourth column, and 
the industry (if known) in the fifth column. 

6. Record the country and year in the space provided at the top of the page. 

D. Guidelines for the Recording of Action Types 

1. General Strikes 
(a) Record as general strike whenever (and only when) the index uses 

the words "general strike." 
(b) If it is a general strike in a particular industry, be sure to record the 

industry under "industry/occupation." 
(c) One exception: if the index does not use the words "general strike," 

you may infer it is a general strike only with reasonably strong 
evidence. The following two cases constitute reasonably strong 
evidence: 
(i) T h e sandwich principle: report 1 - general strike called; report 

2 - workers out; report 3 - general strike over. One may infer 
that report 2 is about a general strike. 

(ii) Immediate follow-up report: report 1 - general strike called in 
Bari; report 2 - workers out in Bari. 
Otherwise, record as a "strike," not as a "general strike." 

2. Strikes. Record as strike.yif the index refers to "strike^-" without speci-
fying what they are. However, if the index entry for the article specifies 
more than one specific strike (e.g., "auto, textile, and tramway workers 
strike,") record this on three separate lines, each as a "strike," and 
specify the industry for each of the three cases (i.e., 1 auto, 2 textile, 
3 tramway). 

3. Strike Wave. Record as "strike wave" if the index uses the words "wave 
of strikes" or "strike wave." 

4. Strike 
(a) Strikes that do not fall into the above categories should be coded as 

"strike." 
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(b) If a single article mentions strikes in more than one industry, be sure 
to give a separate line on the coding sheet to each strike and specify 
each industry 

5. Riot 
(a) Record as a riot if the index specifies "riot." 
(b) Only record riots that are listed under labor or involve workers. 
(c) Exception: record bread riots, food riots, housing riots, and anti-

IMF riots even if workers are not mentioned, but write out the 
words "bread riot," "housing riot," and so on. Do not just write 
"riot" or the abbreviation "R." 

(d) When the index reports an event where there is violence, do not 
code as "Riot" unless the word "riot" is used. Instead, use the index's 
exact wording (e.g., "strikers clash with police" or "violence at 
strike scene"). In addition, be sure to code two separate entries 
in such instances, i.e., on one line of the coding sheet record the 
"strike" and on the next line record the "violence" or "clash with 
police." 

6. Unemployed Protest 
(a) Under action, record the action engaged in by the unemployed 

(e.g., demonstrate, riot). 
(b) Under industry, be sure to write "unemployed." 

7. Protest, Dispute. Record as Protest or Dispute if the index uses the 
words "protest" or "dispute," respectively. 

8. Demonstration. Record as demonstration if the index uses the word 
"demonstration." If the index uses the word "rally," you may record it 
as either rally or demonstration. 

9. Lockout. Record lockout if the index uses the word "lockout." 
10. "Weapons of the Weak." Record hidden forms of resistance such as 

absenteeism, shoddy workmanship, drunkenness or laziness on the job;' 
using the abbreviation " W W " and then write out the action reported 
by the index. 

11. Other Actions. Record any other relevant action not listed here by 
using the words used by the index. „ 

12. Action-Type Abbreviations 
(a) Ten standard abbreviations for action types are listed at the bottom 

of the coding sheet. 
(b) If an action does not have a standard abbreviation, write out the 

action, taking from the index's wording. 
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(c) You may create your own abbreviations, but you must note what 
your abbreviations mean at the bottom of the coding sheet in the 
space provided for notes. 

E. Guidelines for Recording Location 

1. Country 
(a) Record country location of act in space provided at the top of the 

recording sheet. 
(b) Record under the geographical entity given by the index (give sep-

arate sheets to, for example, Alsace-Lorraine or Silesia when these 
are distinct entities in the index). Do not attempt to use your own 
judgment and knowledge in assigning these to particular countries. 

2. Sub-national Location. Record the city or region in which the action 
takes place (using the wording of the index) in the fourth column. 

R Guidelines for Recording Industry 

1. If the act is industry-specific and is indicated in the index, record this in 
column six using the wording of the index. 

2. If it is an act by the unemployed, write "unemployed" in the industry 
column. 

G. Inferences 

There are situations where you should infer a specific action type from the 
context of the index citations surrounding it. For example, it is common 
to find a clause referring to a specific action (e.g., general strike) followed 
by clauses that obviously refer to the same genera! strike, but that do not 
use the words "general strike." In such cases, code the subsequent clauses 
as "general strike." T h e following is a relevant example. 

These entries appear on successive days: 

Entry 1 - general strike called. 
Entry 2 - gov't-labor talks fail 
Entry 3 - state of emergency called after governor fails to end strike. 
Entry 4 - strike is in 4th day. 
Entry 5 - general strike continues. 

202 



Appendix B: Instructions for Recording Data 

It is clear that each of these entries refers to the same general strike, par-
ticularly because they report on articles that appeared in the newspaper on 
successive days. Each entry should be recorded as "general strike." And, 
by the rule of government action given in foregoing Section A5, entry 3 
should be given two Lines: (1) GS and (2) state of emergency. Likewise, 
entry 2 should be given one line and recorded as GS. 
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ummmmms 

Country Classifications 

For Figures 4.2 and 4.3, a very broad rough classification of countries was 
used. Countries in North America (except Mexico), Europe (both east and 
west), and Australia and New Zealand were included in the metropolitan 
aggregate (Figure 4.2). Countries in Asia (east and south), North Africa and 
the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa were included in the colonial 
and semi-colonial aggregate (Figure 4.3). 

Countries included in the 'metropolitan aggregate (Figure 4.2) (1990 names; 
countries with fewer than 100 labor unrest mentions in the W L G 
database not included i n this list): North America (Canada, United States); 
Europe (Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czechoslovakia, 
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, 
Italy, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, USSR/Russia, Yugoslavia); 
Oceania (Australia, New Zealand). 

Countries included in the colonial and semi-colonial aggregate (Figure 4.3) 
(1990 names; countries with fewer than 100 labor unrest mentions in 
the W L G database not included in this list): Middle East and North 
Africa (Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Israel, Lebanon, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, 
Turkey); Latin America (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guyana, Jamaica, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Puerto Rico, Trinidad & Tobago, 
Uruguay, Venezuela); Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe); Asia (Bangladesh, Burma, China, Hong Kong, India, Japan, 
Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka). 

Countries included in the world aggregate-. Figure 4.1 includes all countries 
with mentions of labor unrest in the W L G database. 
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