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WhHat and Why Are Strikes?

J&hn R.-Cdmmbns,,the great Amgrican theorist Qf cdllective action, had
two-fundamental inéights inﬁo stfiké activity. "PeopleAmay question,' he wrote
in his,summing—up ;olume, "th it is ghat»even high wage workers go out on s;rike,.
.and‘employers offen think that by offering Qorkgrs étill higher‘wages they éan.
induce thémrto stay at wOfk'or Qin them back.go wofk; But what tﬁe uﬁion wants-
is a‘bééring for gaéh iﬁdividual before he is fired, or when he alléges that he has
been diécrimina;ed againsti This is the most that the members mean by 'recogqitiqn
of_the.union';”l.v As a lifelong memﬁer of the typographical workers' ﬁnion, and
Aanninceésantvproﬁofgr of institutiqﬁs for collective bargaining,fCommoﬁs develgped
a sfrdﬁg sénsé of the necessity_of'gugranteés for workér collective-actipn, at the
same' time as he ﬁoped to stabilizg and confain wdrker—management struggles. Yet
Commons ‘also had this_inéiéht: "The question of power is the fundamental question
of class waf,vbr'class struggle, breaking 6utvin'strikes, lockou£s, and even
in military revolutions."2 Two insights, then,. converging into one: that industrial
confligt concerns_the-rights of workers and employers} as wéll ésvfhe strictl&
économic return workérs receive for their l;bor.

If the doubie.insigﬁt now seems obvious, that is not becaqse all students
- of industrial cénflictwtake it for grénted. Following P.K. Edﬁérds;Awe might make
-a rough distinction among, thfee alternative viewé of industrial confliét: aslgrgtest,

as power struggle, and as -industrial relations. The analysis of strikes and
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related actions'és'protest, typified by Jeremy Brecher's Strike!: The True History

‘of Mass Insurgence in America from 1877 to the Pfesent;.presents them as relatively

"direct expressions of the curtrent level and character of discontent amdﬁg workers.

The analysis of power struggle, illustrated by Walter Korpi's The Working Class in

Welfare Capitalism, portrays a continuous competition ‘among workers, managers, énd
govefnment officials, in which strikes and lockouts become contingent outcomes of
a much larger set of interactions.5 The analysis of industrial relations accepts

the idea of interaction (as opposed to direct expression of. one side's discontent),



_|‘._ '- ) k PN 2-
’ [ ’
but stresses the containment of workers' and managers' demands within
_organizational_forms that a). vary strongly from one time, industry, or place

to’anothér, b) éignificantly shape the 1ikglihood and content of industrial

coﬁflict; Hugh‘Ciegg'sATrade Unionism Under Collective Bargaining offers a

recent version of industrial-relations analysis.6 P.K. Edwards' Strikes in .the

United States bﬁilds directly on Clegg's work. Speaking very schematically,

protest ‘theorists

tend. to reject Commons' first insigﬁf (thétiworkefs fegularly.
seek to’stabilize and legitimizé their céileétive voiqé in the conversation with
managemént and government) and to. stress the second (that:strikes épriﬁg froﬁ '
stfuggies'for_ﬁgwerj. Power-struggle théorists-tend fé givg the‘FwoAinsights‘
.equai'wéightf  Aqd industriélffelétions fheo;isﬁs tend to streés the first, while
being.at ﬂeast_dubious about the secdnd. Although_thevindﬁstriai4relétioné
school cén‘claim'thg most direct line of descent from Commons via.SeIig Perlman
and 5ther Cémmons studerits, recent'generatioqs of that school have léff one side
-of'the'Cdﬁmoné Heritage relatively undeveloped.

Unsprprisiﬁgiy;gtﬁe three altérnative views Qf;industriai,éonfliét léad to
somewhat .different wéys of groupiﬁg and interprefing the availableAevidence. Two
choices loom especially large: general vs. particular, Broad vs. narrow. By no
means dovthey.rédute to the same choicei The choicevbetweeﬁ ggneral and particﬁlar
funs liké this: If-we treat individual conflicts as manifestations of a general:
régular phénomenoq, we gaiﬁ the ad?antageé of feédy comparison and access to_l
well-stated~modé1$ tﬂat havelalfeady’étood‘the test of confrontation Qiﬁh hard
evidence, but rﬁn the risk that the'models hide'quite‘inappropriate assumptions
about fhe qontexts in which:the'qonflicts:occur. . 1If, on thé other hand, we read‘
individual conflfcts as signs of the conditions-cﬁrrently affecting pgrficular
sets of'maﬁagers'and workérs, we gain knowledge of‘those conditions at thé risk

of mistaking very general features of industrial conflict for peculiarities of
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thg situations at hand. We might hope, to be sure, to discover the ideal
_equation ﬁhat simultaneousl§ summarizes khé general - laws of industrial conflict
And’stateS'the~princip1es 6f variation. IhAthe'méantime, protest theorists
more often give a particﬁlar reading to individual insfaﬁces of conflict,
scénning theﬁ for.né;s of problems'and gfievaﬁces here énd now, while power-struggle
theoriéts more frequently aim at é certain'léQel of geﬁerality, and industrial- -
_relations theorists, on the averége;‘find Lhemselves in between.

As'for the choice between broédiand nafrow, it follows from the fact that
fhe étrike ié bﬁly one form of industrial cqnflict'——.one whose very definitiop
in any tim¢>ana'place is.a result of ﬁrevious~struég1es and administrative
-praéticés.:AWhere should we draw the lidés among absenteeism, shop;flodr disputes,

sabotage, lockouts, and strikes stricto sensu? If we choose a broad.conception

of'induStrigl”conflict,'we gain the aﬁvantage of examining thé interplay among,
t,different forms‘of struggle at the cost of ‘taking on the study of phenomena for
which the evidence is fragmentary and_pften.infractable. If we choose a ngrréw
conception (which usually ﬁeaﬁs concentrating oﬁ strikes as currently defined
and recorded),fwe-gain'the,advantage of grisp, comparable, abundant evidence af
the cost ofibeing vulﬁerable to §ariations in«administrativé practice and of
sometimgs interpreting'éhifts in the'forms or loci of conflict és changés in -
the 6verall'IeVe1 of confliét.} This time protest and powgr—struggle pheorists
gommonli'grpup Fogether at the broad end 6f-the‘range, insisting on the examination.
of severai diffgrént-forms<of conflict,-while industrial—rela;ions theorists
reﬁain:more willing, on the wﬁole, to concentrate on strikes as sﬁch.

Profest, power—sttuggle,.and industrial-relations views of industrial
conflict all have pediérées stretching back inté the nineteenth century. Géneral

histories of the labor movement, for example, usually incorporate»a-protest



iﬂte?pretétion éf strikes and oﬁher forms of -industrial conflict. Recurrent
sﬁﬁdiés.éf industrial conflict as a sociél probiem,.on the other hand, usually
adopt an.industrial—relations pefspectivé,:with-its implication'that differeﬁt-
institutions for cgnflicg'managemeﬁt'cOuld make indust;ial conflict less likély,
or’ét-leést-less cbstiy. Unfillrecéntly;’however, péwer—struggle inférﬁretations
- have been rélatively unpbpglar among professional students of industrial conflict.
Over the 1asp‘decade-or so, the balance has éhanged. Partly as a result
of the inteilecﬁualjferment sufroundidg the movéments.of'1968 aﬂd partly as a
concomitént of the.réneﬁél oﬁ-Marxist work on industrial prbcesses,;po&er—strdggle

treatments of industrial conflict have flourished. Michelle Perrot's Les ouvriers

en gréve, the Shorter-Tilly Strikes in Fraﬁce, Walter Korpi's Working Class in
en gréve, th : . , :

Welfare Chpifalism, James Cronin's Industtial Conflict in Modern Britain and

Douglas Hibbs' multiple essays on the evolution of industrial conflict in western
countries exemplify the power-struggle renaissance.7

Although these works 'differ
cﬁﬁsiderably ffom one gnother —— andy indéed,'often take:aim at- one another -~ .
tﬁey have in common an urge to generalization, a relatively broad conception of

industrial conflict, a view of strikgs as coﬁtingent‘outéomes of wider_strugglés,.

and an inclination to assign national structures of power a good deal of .

significance in the shaping of strikes and other forms of industrial conflict.

P.K. Edwards on American Strikes

P.K. Edwards-thigks of many of the recent autﬁérs aé advdcates of organiza-
tional—pqliﬁicéi mbdels. They are orgaﬁizational, as he sees it, in stressing
wopker organizétion és a prerequisite to worker collective actidn. They are
political in claiming that strike activity has significant connections with

national struggles for.power. Edwards offers Hibbs,'Korpi, and Shorter-Tilly

as examples, and takes the Shorter-Tilly aﬁalysis of French strike activity as
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Bis chief'objecﬁ of éétutiny. He sélf—cdnsciously'places himself at a
d£stance from tﬁese'powéfféﬁruégle analysés, b?t not so far éwa& that he
. loses all their insights:

Exéctly how far Edwards sténds from the»organizatiqnal;political mgdels
reméins_dnclear,.fér?two reasoné. First;.he ofteh tu;ﬁs froﬁ the.sustainéd
critique of the Shorter-Tilly argument fo tﬁssle with.gnother éroupAof.'
aﬁtagénists: thééries of iﬁstifutionalization, which suggest:tﬁat with mature
-industrialism:andvadequéte mechanisms for the resolution of disputes, strikes.
calm down, lose significance, become less costly, or even wither away.. Secona,
whiievhis-most'general sﬁatemen;s éstablish a'sharp‘separatioﬁ~ffom-the Shorter-
Tilly pdsitibn,:his analyses_of.particﬁlar features of Américan strike aétivity
frequéntl& convergé.ﬁith thosé ofvShofter and Tilly; Nevertheless, over ghe
book‘és a whole Edwar&s tékes a position noticeably'closer to the'industrial;

" relations s;hobl (hnd:noticeablyvfarther'ffom the protest - school) thaﬁ'Shor;er,'
Tiily; and théir.confrérés. .As opposed to nationallpolifics, he argues the
impoftancelof-job—coﬁtfol issues in American étrikeé. As opposed to unionization
and workér'orgaﬁization in general, he'argués the significancg of the special
mecﬁéniéms fér labor rélations Aﬁerican Qorkérs, manageré, and. government officialé
created.

Edwafds portrajs his.book és an attempt to answer "one large question: how
and'why has the_Américan strike picture alfered during the eﬁormbhs industrial
and institutionéi=éhangeé of ;he past qénturyé”g How, then, &oeé.he prdpoée.to

answer that 1érge question?
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Edwards centers his work on the study of almost one hundred years of
official strike statistics, as coilgcted and published by the United States

Bureau of Lébbr Statistips. His empirical’reSults come not only from the analysis

of standafd‘étrike indicafofs -- number of strikes, number of workers involved

1

 and numﬁer of hoﬁrs‘iost'—— butlon a variety of other strike @easurgs; suéh as
tradé“unioh invblvement in strikes, results of strikes, strikes by i#sde, official
Vs..wildcat'strikés, nﬁmber of establishgenté struck, and so on. . He pftgn'uses
fhe data iﬁ ihgenious, insightful ﬁays.

Hié quanfitative’méthod cpnsists of straightfofwérd tabulations, simple

correlations, and standard single-equation econometric analyses. . In these.

respects he stays a cautious distance behind the current state of the art
. ' N . -

among‘qugntitatiye analysts of indﬁstrial Conflict. That quantitative retiéencg
makes.his.pfééentation relativély easy to follow. Aé we shall séé later, it
aléo-involves him in ﬁnnecessary risks of error, and reduces thé cémparability
'of.his results with those of other iﬁvestigators.

What aré.those'résuits? As Edwards reads them, four main findings emerge
from,thé‘eﬁpirical analyses: |

1. Unlike ﬁhe experience éf many othér:couﬁtries, the~“shape"_of

American stfikeS‘(i.e.,the ﬁarticular configuration 6f freqqency,'size, and

du;ation at anylpoint in time)'shows no significant iongvtérm change over |

the last ceritury.

2. Economic factors and the business cycle affect strike activity,.but
not to the -extent . that is generally believed.
3. American strikes do not follow the patterns predicted by a political/

organizational model.
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4. Bérgaining structure has a strong éffect upon strike ac;ivity.
If thése finaings hold as.séatng they c£aileﬁgé.idéasléf'the "ins£itutionélization"
of strikes, raise doubts'ébout protest and:power-struggle modelsApf industrial
'confligt,Aaﬁd add weight to indpstrial—felations‘models., For_these reasons, and
fof tﬁe most compfeh;ﬁsive description of Aﬁeriéan_strike patterns-published'

so far, Strikes in the United Sta;es'deserVes'qlqsé attention,

:Edwards Close-Up g

Several features of Edwérds' book stand up well to'close scfutiﬁx.

First, it'is a'WQicomé addition to the s@all number of-extenSivg, longitudinal,
quanéitatiVe sﬁuaies:of indust:ial'conflict,_which'are-especially rare for American
strikes. The last comprehensive invesfigatidn of Americén_strikes dafes back to

S : .
Griffin's study, over forty years'old.g,,Large-scale studies of single countries

¢(Such;as Edyards for the United States, Shorter/Tilly for'France,.Cronin ahd‘i
Knéﬁléé'ﬁor therUnited_Kingdqm) should eventually make cross-national understanding.
of.strikes:more.méaningful.lo |
Secénd;'éhe work éttempts to 'bring the mOreAquaiitativg.evidence;of case
stpdies to bear on the main arguments. Thosé casé studles are especially rich
'and‘abundapt for'tﬁe ﬁnited Statés. No other general Qork has made- such extenéive
luserdf this large_bodj of 11teratu¥e;'it_nevef seems to find its-way iﬁto tﬁe
bibliographies,of éuanéitative iﬁvestigations of'industrial conflict. That is
'a pitf; not only_bécaﬁse the case studies proVide anofher'persﬁéétivé on strikes,
but:also BécaﬁSe_Ehéy_offer the means'of'validatihg the measures:and interpreting
.thg kesqlts~of quanfitative analyses spanning hundreds or thousands of eyeﬁtsf'
Third, most investigations‘bestrikeAactivity +;-q;antitati§e accoén;s

more than the rest -- deal with the decision to strike and the decision to stop

striking ‘almost exclusively from the.workersi side. Edwards properly portrays
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étrikes_ésioutcomesiof the'inter;ctions amoné workers, employers, and
rebreseptatives.bf'goyefnments.

f: Finélly, Edwards makes a convincing case for -the role of bargaining
fstfucture in tﬂe-papfefn of strikes.A-His_work makes one of the‘few attempts
so far tolfolloy'ﬁp syspematicaily on Clegg's seminal'ideas:concerning tﬁe
felationship betwéen sttike acti&ipy,aﬁd the particular organization of.
collective bargaiﬁing,'.‘ |

A. All, ho@ever, is ﬁot'admirable in Edwards' work,

.Fiﬁst, fhe qualigy of Edwards"méthods does noﬁ always keep pace ﬁi;h his
grasp of theories -~ other people's and his own. One can hardly escape feelings
of uﬁgaéipess about—some of the econometric work: the use of unorthodox measures
~such gg.anards""trough”'and ”peék"'indicators of the 5usiness cyclé; the use of
an uﬁlagged.réai wage vériable insteéd.of the:usual distributed-lag relationship
in'Edwards"vefsioﬁ of the Ashenfelter and Johnson model; the lack of a stated
ratidnale:fon fhe.pafticular choice of.samble periods (1881-1910, 1900-1939, and-

1946—1972)‘in:the'm05t general timevséries ahalyses; the unexplaiﬁed.flﬁctuation

Jih the periodization from oﬁe-table to the next (§ee, e.g., table 3.4); the laék

of corréqundence Be;weeh.these variods.periodizafions and the.generai timetable
proposed in thé book's tablerf contents; the presentatiqn of zero-order cofrelafions
between ratio Variablesjwith common terms (e.g. tableé 3.1, 3.3, 3;4), despite

Edwards' own cautions against just such practices. In sound econometric

_ 11
practice, aﬁ'invéstigator'who wants simultaneously to innovate and to compare
conducts the crucial analyses .in both the "01d" way and the '"new", thus ¢onstfucﬁing

a solid bridge back to the previous analyses he méans to refute,.incorporate,

or improve.
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Such small. technical points accumulate to a large methodological point:
we accept and reject theories on the basis of empirical evidence treated in
comﬁarable‘ways. Without competent technical work and comparable treatments of -

the evidence, we lose the -ability to decide whether discrépancies between the

3

reéﬁlts_of different'invéstigators resulﬁ from technicallerro;s, true variétipns
frqm oné case to.anotﬁer, or £he supe;iority oftone theory to another.

Here is one examplé. Edwards uses his unorthodok‘ecoﬁomic indicators --
the "trough"‘éqd "peak'": variable and the unlagged real wége -- to gauge the.
éontributignvof buéineés-cycle tﬁeories to the ﬁnderstanding of gtrikes. -Since
his'ﬁénclusion is ﬁegativg, hbw'much of theAdiscrepanQy between»Edwards{ findings
and those éf previoﬁs business—éycle advbcatés results from his use of those
paitiéula; variableé? ‘ o | |

 The choice of sample“periods can‘aléo bé critical.. If institutional
. arfangements and bargaining sﬁructure play such a significanﬁ role, and if
V”the year 1534 was gAturning pbiﬁtﬁlz_in this process of»institutidnglization,
why 1um§ togetﬁer‘in the same analysis pefiods as different as the 1920s and
the 1930s? 1In hisAown analysis of Ameriqan strike'data, Romagnoli found,markea
differenbes betWeén the tw'ovperiods.'13 At a minimum, we might‘have expécted
Edwardé t§ introduée.a before/after dummy variable t§ éapture the effect of
the proposed furning poinﬁ.

For these‘féasénsAand others, Edwards' analyses never addféSs'directly
" the discrepanciesfbétween his fipdings %nd those of.ostensibly similat studies,
for.exaﬁple thé Ashenfelter-Johnson analysis. The diécrepgncies leave a nagging:

doubt: Do they really mean that the structure of conflict has changed, or .could

they be due simply to differencgs in the choice of measures and-Specifications?
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Sometimes the discrepancies set one of Edwards' interpretations against
another. It is not always clear fromlhié work which interpretation he prefers.
He declares, for instance, ;ﬁat "the view that strike activity will depend on the

businéss cycle has won rather too easy acceptance." Statements to the contrary

] L4
appeaf throughout th; book. .Examplé: "Oﬁe cannﬁt reject the hypothesis that
levels of eéonomid'activity are'adéquate’pfedic;ors of the rate of strike -
ac;iyity" for ;hé'l900~l§39 and 1946-1972 period's.15 Agaiﬁ;_"Dufing the 1930s
as much as at{othér times,.strike‘activity was related to economic conditionms.'
Finall?:‘“ldentifiable ecpnomic factors lay behind the rise in strike activity"
fpr.th§.1962—19?2‘periodj]A ‘Since every one of thesg statements desgfibes a
timefggrieé analysis, they amount to declarations that the businéss cycle, as
»uéually nge:stoqd'by analysts of industrial conflict, had significant effects
on strike aqtivity in 1900;1939, the i930s, 1946—1972; and-1962-1§72. In short,
'évef'the main periods Ed&ards singles out for study.

| One lastye*ample. "The failure of union density," Qrites EdWards, "to
operate'significaﬁtlyfin combination‘with the more generél eConoﬁic vé;iables
casts very gfeat dpubt'dn the view that qiganizational faptors‘must be given
an iﬁ&eééndent role in the determination of strike activity." Yet the relevént
régressibn'anaiyses-qseAétrike frequéncy alone as their dependentvvariaﬁle.
Strike aﬁalysts are generally'aware that unionization is related t6 the'numbet_
of-workers iﬁvolvéﬂ in strikes rather than to their shéer frequency. Elseﬁhere,
Edwards recommendé that Qé "expiore the>roie of the same model iﬁ explaining
different features of strikés, while bearing in mind that strike frequency and
worker ihvglvemeéf méy be inflﬁenced by difféfenF-faétbrs.'ig Why, then, doesn't

he present results concerning duration, person-days and, especialiy, size?

Once again a major conclusion Edwards draws from his analysis appears to come
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from a partial, somewhat inappropriate, confrontation between argument and

evidence.

Sttikesiand Politics
.Sihilér difficdltigs dog Edwards' rejeétion oﬁ qrganizatiénalfpolitiéal
moaels.of-iﬂdusﬁrial?conflictr ‘"On.émpificél as well as on methodo;ogiéal
gfohnds ;b. . a 'pOlitiCai' intérpfetatidn,of American strikes cannot be advanced
for any period‘siﬂce 18815';0_' Singe'Edwards directs his main fire at ébe work of
Sﬁorter.and-Tilly, let us be clear what Shorter and Tilly claimed. Théir
‘most general statémehf ran like this: |
.'In thellqﬁg‘run, éhanges,#n the.orgﬁnization<of production, including:
the éffeéfs 6f_téchnié§l~innovations on work routines and sUpervigion,
. shg%e both (a) the features of the work situation which wquérs seek to
'impfoﬁe; eliﬁiﬁate'or control and (b) theIOpporEUnities and‘consfréints
' affecting colléctive acfion on the part of workers gnd of managers.
Prosperity, govérnmentgl toleratioﬁ and the mobilizafion of their opponents
all prométe collective actioﬁ by the one party and the other. Largely
as a result §f their own.collective action . . . organized groups of workers
a;qure ﬁiaceé in the nationai'structure of power. Thé strike becomes the.
.prihcipal meéns by which.thoéé organized groups‘display theif strength
'and'exert pressure on the other.chief>partiéipants in the power.st;hcture —4.
.-both empioye%é and the government, As a conseduence of these multiple 16ng—
tun'chénges;‘strikes become more frequeﬁt andularger in scaIe,,théir
responsiveness to changes in the ﬁétional}political poéition of labor .
incfeases %Pd acqpieSqence or even collaboration on the part of government
officiéls plays a growing pért in the outcgme of strikes. Strikes are ﬁoWer
stfuggles; oréaniéed workers use what power they have to ecpﬁoﬁié advantage,

of course; but strikes expand as workers organize and as their organizations

acquire increasing stakes in the national structure of power o,




12,

That is ﬁﬁat Shdrter'and Tilly calle; their "politicai" interpretatiqn:of
;stéike activitfj On the b;sis of extensive quantitative analyses, they
i élaimed to have madg a reasonable case fqr,sﬁéﬁ an interéfetatibn of French
strige_acpivity-froﬁ.1830 to 1968. Then they described the evolution of:

;tpike shapes -- size,-duration, and.fréqﬁency -- in alnumber of western

@ountries ffoﬁ 1900 onward, and speculated on the applicétion of political
ningerpretations té-those countries.. In the case of fhe,United Sfates,'they
suégested-that "before the Depression collective action was as much political
'fas_ecoﬁqﬁic, intendedAéquallyAto build pqliticai organizations'and preés

politicai démaﬁds;and to elgvate tﬁe sﬁandard of.living by prgésuring:
indiv_iduai.empldyers."22 "Then dﬁring the Dépression,"'they continue, :
”the‘Ndfth‘Aﬁerican’working clasSgs'succeeded to poligical power, The~19305
.meang.in\thé.Uﬁifed States_tﬁe workér entry to the polity, as part of'a coalitioﬁ
of-fafﬁers énd etﬁnic‘gfohps; But strike activity did not wither éway in the
Unfted States, as it did in n&rthern Europe after é similar entry. Why§"23.
In contraSt,tg»northern‘Europe, they suggest, "although Americaﬁ labor tried

hard d@ring thé'laté thirties to obviate the strike through gqvernmenf intervengioh
iﬁ labér relations, the weight of historic traditioné of non-intervention, plus>
the.indifferenée;or oppositjon.bf other membéré of the polity, doomédrthese effofts '
to'failQref Finally,.Américén 1abor-r¢cbnciled itself to a watertight division
betweén jop actioh} wherélghe mech;nisms of free gollgctive bargaining were to
functioﬁ-udobstrﬁgﬁed by éévernﬁéht intervention,'and'political aﬁtion, which was
to bg executed through interest-coalition political partieg."zé' Shorter and Tilly
offég né néw'evidehce -- qualitative or quantitative -- for this iﬁterpretatiop,
but lay it down as a pFopqsal'for future investig;tion.

'E&Qards; ;heﬁ, takes up tﬂe.proposal. He céncludes that such an

organizational-political argument does not work. What are his grounds?
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r” N .
writes Edwards are common to all strikes, but political

v

"Economic factors,’
ones are likely té have an impact which is limited to a small rdnge of strikesfz
He continues: "Instead of concentrating onAa supposed political orientafion among
workers ... . one Should'examine the}role.of the government and its decision.of
. : y . :

when to intervene in labor disputeé,"26‘v"Political factors," it'appea;s, mgan
the explicit incorporation of demands concerning the.nationai structureAéf power,
or the direct intervention of ﬁational gbVernménf in the course of a st;ikeu
ThoSe are, inﬁeed, rare évents. .But they do not éxhaust the political‘coﬁfext
énd significaﬁce:pf industrial confliéti AAféctoty occupation mermept can sweegi
a country while{tﬂe bulk 6f workers' demands concentréte on_wages; working
conditions;~and:job secﬁrity, Strike waves'have far—réaching political implicétions,

| _ : 4
invariabiy attractAéignificant goﬁerhmental intervention, and depend, among»dtheri
thiﬁgs; on wo;kersh reédings éf tﬂe likely character of 'that intervention.

: whatAeViaeﬁce~dqes Edwards offer on these matters? ﬁe rests his case

with two regressiOnugqugtions, for the periods l900—1939lénd,1946—197227 In
those equatioﬁs,ﬁparfy of president and percent voting Democratic are the prqposed
poiitical:measures;4énd-strike frequencyvis the dependent variable. Once dgain,
we must:ask the two insistent questions: Why these:-periods, and no otﬁers? AWhy~
néﬁ look at other"féafures of strikes? TIn this instance, we must also ponder |
the adequady'of‘Edwards‘ measures of political change; they certainly stand some
distance from the portréya1 of poli;ics in the Shorter-Tilly acc@unt. Indéed,-
they do not even ;épresént Edwards' own'chéracteriéationAéf a pOlitical'account.

These -seem thin grounds for eliminating politics from strike activity,
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An "Industrial Relations Intérpretation" of Strikes

In arguing.first agaigét ecénomié factors and then against'pplitical
factors, Edwards nérrows the.available expianatory groundAconsiderably. Aﬁerican
-strikes, in his view, can best be understqod in terms df institﬁtionai arrangements;
In.particulér; hejélgims, tﬁe baréaiﬁing.étruc;ure makes a difference. "Collective
bargaining -- rather than.eéoﬁpmic or_politica1 factors -—- remains the‘qentre of
atFenﬁioh," he ﬁaintains.zg: A coungry's bargaining structure can best explain
preQailihg'paftérns;of'strikes: their freqhency,’durapion, and size.

Edwards hés a bqint: Bargaining structure can go a.long way towa?d
explainiﬁg prevailing patterns of strikes, even in countries tradiﬁionally

fhought to.have pqorly—institﬁtionélized industr-ial-rel»at‘ions.29 To draw-ah
exampie fzqm Italy, tbé two-level bargaining prevailing during the 1970s
deebl§ affected strikg patterns, Industfy;ﬁide collective agreeménts;vrenewed
evéry-threé'years, are“undérscored by-a'few large,_demanttatiVe-gtrikeé. Atb
this ievel, size is the characteristic dimension; the workers of'é whole industry
go on strike fér tﬁé-renewalef'their éollective contract. Right aftér the signing
of the industrvaidé contract, however; plant—leVél bargaining oﬁens,'in order to
catch proaﬁctivity-differentials’amohg firms within thé industry;i Then hundreds
of firmé’throughouf the country renew their plant éoﬁtracts. At this 1e§el,,
.frequenéy:is.fhe cﬁaragteristic-dimension. Quantitativeiy, strike size and
'frequgncy deséribé'two outeofephase sine waves'with‘periods of three years and'
an average phéseriag of one year,.as a éonsequence éf Italy's.specific
arrangements fof bargaiﬁing;BO |

| YetiItaiy'g bafgaining stfuéture can hardly be taken as an explanatioﬁ in

this case, and bargaining structure can only serve as a short-run explanation



iﬁ_generalﬂ First, as Walter Korpi has argued, the éemergence of a given
bargaining structure is itsélf'the resuit of conflict, a function of changes in
the balance of power between workers and ehpléyersBI While,-then, a(given
-bargainihg structufe, énce,in existence, affects the pét;ern'of Strikes, "the

4 .

stfucture»[itself]-réflgcts the-confiicté on .which it was‘built", as E&waras
himSelf recognizesgzi To follow up_én.our Italian example, the increased
decentralization 6f-bargaining levels in the postwar period was brought about
through codflict; In the éarl& 1960s, as a result of increased 1abor_gnreét,
in&ustry—wide bérgaining came to parallel -- not without-much re;iétance from
‘empioyers - natioﬁal, céntralized bérgainiﬁg that héd-until then been exclusive.
'Again, plaﬁtfiével bargaining only,gained recognition during the wave of strikes
thaFIQWegt Italy dUring the 1afe'1960333 |
”‘Seéond, fhe bargaining structure only helps explain some of-the
chéracteristiééiof.strikes: why strikes are:shorter or 1ongér in some institu-
tional‘séttings réthér than others;'why they are more or lesé frequént, more Or -
less large. I£ aiso"hélpé explain some of‘the over=time behavior of strikes:
in parti¢ulaf,~éyqlical and‘périQdic movements in strike dimensions (size,
frequency, aﬁd duration) and their interrelations.

Thefé Are,vhowever, other aspecfs of étrike activity for_which 5n
inétitutiéﬁal éxplaﬁation has much less to offer. Strikes,-for instance, also
éhow short and medium term fluctuations. They are better explained in terms
of the bﬁsiness c&éle}i fo be more exacé, fhevgatgaining positioﬁs of workers
and managers vary with some regulqrity_thrqugh the businéss cycle, and. therefore
produée regﬁlar-variations in the frequencies,'forms; énd outcomes of sfrikeé.A

34

Edwards himself admits as much, with a good deal of ambivalence
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There ié q& feaéon; however, why economic and institutional effects

cannot'be'combined.to offer{coﬁplementar§ explaﬁations of different aspgéts

of strike aétivity; Reliance on éne explanatory factor (such as the bargaiﬁing
sﬁrpcturej to the-exclusion of others (such as economic and political factors)
ma§ be qﬁite misleéd}ng. Instead of éohfests to the.déath, we need integration.
among'altérnative explanapions and models that have proyed to be successful
Qithin pérticular'doﬁains. Akorpi,.for instance, has shown convincingly how
ecbnomic hardéﬁip; ?elative deprivation or, more generally, economic fgctors

4 can be incorpérated-in é balénce—of—power mo»del.35 ,_Edwards' work does juStiée
to a factdr'——Abargaining structure . -— often neglected by theofists of protest
and power étruggl?.f But in'cailinglattention to that féctor he has blinded

.himself to the insights of competing theoretical approaches.

Job Control and American Labor

.if a country's "strike pattern undoubfedly reflect. aspécts of its
collective bargaining arrangementé", the key variable ié really job control
ér, bett¢r, ”the'iﬁténsigy of struggle for control.' 3¢ It is -job contfol,
according to EdwarAS,nthat provides the ;unning thread, the unifying fqrce
. fhat'éan explaiﬁ botﬁ ;he uncﬁanging shaﬁe-of.Ameriéan strikes over the 1ast
éentury and the deéentrélized bargaining structure prevailing in-America. The
véry'emérgenCe of»such a decéntralized-gargaiﬁing sfructure thus "reflects the
pfevious.struggle:fof (;ontrol."37 TheAbatgainiﬁg étructure; with its emphasis
'on‘plant—level'bafgaining andAjob—dontfél'issues,'therefore représents_énly
the crfstéllization and institutionalization of previous struggles over job
controlx' What Edwards offers as an explanation at one.point becomes tHe

answer at another. We come full ciréle.
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This éiréling between job control and bgrgaining sﬁructure cails for
two observéfioﬁs. .First, some comments on the meaning of-"job control" and
""job control struggles.' “Struggleé over pontrol,ﬁ writes Anthony Giddens,

”arév'politiéa1' s£rﬁggles4—— uéing this term in a very broad sense -- since
they nééessarily involve attempts onAtﬁe.part of working—élass.associations
to acquiré,an influence.ovér, of:in the ﬁost.radical cdhtgxt to gain.full
'éoﬁtrol over, the 'government' of industry;gs If so, either EdWa;ds.is
wrong to reject political interpretations of strike activity Qr.he_has in
@ind more than one meaﬁing of'job éontrol.

Tﬁe Fourteenth Resolution adetéd aﬁ the Third Coﬁgrgés df tﬁe
Communist Interﬁatibﬁal’(1921):provides one possible'méaning_ofA"job
control" and "workers' cbntrol“:l

»Aii of ;he econom1c-strugg1és of the working class shoﬁld center

agoﬁnd the slogan of the party 'Workers{ Control ngr ]F’roduction._39

In-thiS’fifgt sensé, "job Eontrol"'représents a first step.toward the
.achievement offworkingiclass.politicéi powep} Edwards, on the other hgnd;.
uses the expression "job control” to mean the worker's ability to control

his immediatéAwérk environment and tasks, tg create.or ﬁaintain.a niche

of gutbnomy within the industrial'divisipn ofilaboy; Michaei Mann calls this
ééCOnd form of control "aefeﬁsive-cdntfol," even-if it involves soméfpartial
ehcfoachﬁéﬁt upon @arginailmanégerial'pre;pgativesao-

of control, oﬁ_the'ofher hand,»involveé~"the possibility of altering existing:

‘The ‘more radical form

hierarchies of authority within the enterprise.'["1
This distinction in the meaning of "control" brings us to the second
point. To quote Tiddens again, "Any sort of major extension of industrial

conflict . . . into the area of control poses a threat to the institutional

seﬁaration.of‘economic and political conflict which is a fundamental basis
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of ;hercapitalist state . . . because it serves to.briné'into the.opén fbe

ponnections Betwéen political power in the polity as such, and the broa&er

'poiifical' suBordinétion.of the working'éiass within the economic ﬁrdef.Zé
. How do these abstract sqétements apply to American experieﬁce? - On _the oﬁe

.band, American capitaiists,.with the éid of government, kept Ameriéan labor

from takingla:céﬁgralized,'po}itical stance at tﬂe national level, iike its .

European éounté?paits. On the other, manégefs preveﬁtédl"control“ iss&es at

the plant level from taking a more radical turn. ‘A good example from Edwards"

own analysis 1s management's defléction of workers' demands for disclosure of

43

It does neot mean'they-failed to fight. One has only to read Brecher's narrative

compahj p&ofits. Thi§ was the lost poli£ical strﬁggle'of.American.workeré.
of major Améric;ﬁ fights to iearn thé contrary, , .American~w;rkers tried hard,
with some of the most.violént, 6100dy, and bittef clashgé in the western world.
The diffefeﬁcé‘from'the Europeﬁﬁ,experiénce is'thét'they lost eyen more
emphatically thanltheir Edropean fellows.,

'Tﬁis ability}to maintain thé.SEparétion bet&een'“economic" and "political"
-confiict;‘to pre@ent thé."chtralization:and politicization.of-strike action".z‘5
to,limit industriél confligt to joB:control’iésues and plant-level bargaining,
to biock the e#éressign of working-class issueg in‘natioﬁal clasé—wi&e bargaining
consti;uges the éréat political wictory of American capftalism.' It has1§o far
succeedéd in:maiﬁtaining é-dividéd_workiﬁg class, fragmented in»tﬁe pursuit
of corporatist.plant—level ecqnomism; The-meaning of such an oﬁgoing struggle -
is essentially péiiticglﬂ ft concerﬁs power, lotal and national. That is true
regardless: of whether a regression equation repregenting the alternation of
parties in'powef-cap;ures the struggle. - It helps us to understand the. institu-

. tionalization that took place.in.the 1930s. As Michael Mann writes, "What we call

thg
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institutionalization of industrial conflict is nothing more nor less than

"

the narrowing down of conflict to aggressive economism and defensive control.46

In seeking to challenge the organizational-political interpretation

of strike activity, then, Edwards brings us to bargaining structures and- job

4

control. -ButAbargaihipg s;ructures and joB_control rest on a web of'qrganization
~and politiqs,'pfvorganized-étruéglés for péwer. Despite himself, Edwa?ds
_points'correétly>to the nexﬁ round bf wquvon industrial Confiict: to abandon
»tﬁe fruitlessropposition of ”economié”, Vpolitiéal” and "industrial re%ations"
va?iableé, and to éeé strikes as,stfuggles for power over the copditions and -
‘returns of wofkfi In that sense, Edwards takes us back to the agenda implicit

in John R. Commons' old insights into industrial conflict.
' |
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