4 Employment relations in manufacturing and
international competition

Williagm Lazorick

Introduction: the worker and the ©British disease ”

Daring the decades after the Second Warld War, British industrial
workers acquired a reputation for being al together *bloody-minded ™. They
were said to engage in restrictive practices — a refusal to work up to their
productive potential — as they sought to conirel the relation between the
work that they performed and the pay that they received. Some cbservers
even alleged that workers spent their time inwventing new restrictive
practices so that they could make ‘concessions’ to employers to forgo
‘customary ® work rules in exchange for higher pay and moeore employment
security (sec, For example, McKersie er od. 1972
While shap-floor employees were irying 1o enforce their versions of
‘custom and practice’ in their workplaces, national unions sought to exert
caollective power, sometimes through parHamentary means and sometimes
through strikes, te protect the employment security and living standards of
their members. The ability of warkers Lo exetcise power in the workplace,
the industrial sphere and the political arena made it plausible to blame the
labour mowement for Britain’s faliering sconcmic performance in the
1960s and 1970s. For some, including the government af Margarst
Thatcher in the 198 0s, the power of the British labour movement amaun Led
to nothing less than the * British disease” (Bassett 1986: ch. 2; daynard
1988 : chs. 67} Forexample, Michael Edwardes, the managing director of
BL {formerly British Leyland) in the late 19705 and early 1980s, recounted
how at a meeting with BL senior executives in 1981 the economic adviser
to Thatcher, Alan Walters, launched the theory that the closure of BL,
whether as a result of a strike or in cold blood, could have a positive effect
an the British economy within six months (1983 :216-17). The short-term
impact on regions such as the west midiands and on the balance of
payments might scon be offset, according to YWalters, by the beneficial
effect of the shock of closures on trades union and employee attitudes
across the country. Restrictive practices would be swept away., pay
increases would be held down and a more rapid improwement in Britain’s
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competitiveness would thus be achieved through the closure of BL than by
any other means available to the government.

In historical perspective, blaming the British worker for the nation’s
relatively poor competitive performance since the 19605 seems simplistic.
guch an explanation fails to ask why and how British workers gained so
much bargaining power over the conditions of work and pay I:Elhat they
could impede the growth of the economy. Well inta the twentieth century
after all, Britain was a dominant economic power. Why should Briiishj
workf:rs_and their unions be any more or less dismaptive tor the process of
economnic growth than workers and unions in nations such as the United
States, France, Germany, Sweden, Italy, Canada, and Japan — advanced
capitalist countries that are Britain’s main competitors for global manu-
facturing markets?

Indeed, some studies of labour—management relations in the other
gountries have argued that trade unions often promote productivity (for
the case of the United States, see Freeman and Medaoff 1984, for the case
of.!apan, see Koike 1988). Why should British unions do just the opposite?
In historical perspective, can it be assumed that the power of Britist.l
workers has always been a barrier to economic progress? If not, when and
why did the exercise of power by workers become a problam rfn:-r British
econommic performance?

Tfj provide answers one needs to inguire into the historical evolution of
_Brltlsh shop-floor relations from the last decades of the nineteenth century
in T.I'u: manufacturing industries directly subject to international com-
petition. Skilled workers macdie a crucial contribution to British economic
performance in the last hatf of the nineteenth century. * Craft " organisation
and the industrial relations structures for which it prowvided the fou ndation,
al.}g}'ﬂf:l’!tf:d both the skill and effore that British workers were able amj
willing to suppl?f to the production processes in which they laboured.

The rise of intermational competition altered the ability of British
employers to abide by the traditional bargains over the relation between
work and pay — bargains that had been the essence of the cooperative
employment relations that had been critical to superior British per-
formance in the last half of the nineteenth century. In the short run
employers and skilled workers continued to cooperate within the f'rarm::
worl_{ af the tra_ditional bargains in order to adapt to the pressures of
foreign ) Fompctltion. In the long run, however, as the pressure of
competition from technologically dynamic foreign rivals became too great
E:anhcts erupted between employers and skilled employees, with adverse,
Impacts on ecenomic performance. .

In exp!aining how British employment relations became an impediment
to superior economic performance, one mmust stress the rise of foreign
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competition and the limits inherent in the skills and machine technologies
that Britain used. The root cause of Britain's inferior ecomomic per-
formance was the failure of British enterprises to invest in modern
managerial structures that could plan and coordinate shop-floor work.

The British jabour ferce before the First Werld War

Although manufacturing remains important to the overall performance of
the British economy todaw, it was more important earlier in the century.
British manufacturers and the workers they employed found themselves
under increasing competitive pressures from the 1898s, but it would only
be in the inter-war vears that dramatic changes in the oocupational
structure would begin. In 1911 the cccupational structure was much the
same as that which had been in place when Britain dominated global
competition in the 1870s and 1880s (see the census data for earlier years in
nitchetl and Jomes 1975 60

Table 4.1 shows that in 1911 over 38 per cent of the Hritish labour force
were engaged in the manufaciuring sector (namely, all the categories listed
consecutively in Table 4.1 from metal manufacture and machinery through
food, drink and tobacco). Al such sectors were subject to direct
internaticnal competition, whereas occupational categories like building
and construction and gas, water and electricity supply were mot, The per-
centage occupisd in manufacturing phus mining and quarrying (another
indusirial sector that exported to global markets) was 45 per cent. Another
14 per cent of the British labour force, mainly women, were decupied in
domestic and other service, The other major employers of labour were
transportation {9 per cent), agriculture (8 per cent} and building (& per
cent). By way of contrast, fifty years later manufacturing cccupied only 22
per cent of the working population, and manufacturing plus mining under
25 per cent {Mitchell and Jones 1971 360,

Price and Bain (1988: 164} have estimated that in ¥911 7 per cent of the
occupied population were employers and proprietors, anather 19 per cent
were non-manual workers, and the remaining 74 per cenl were manual
workers. Fifty years later, employers and proprietors had dropped to
under 5 per cent of the occupied population, but non-manual workers
almost doubled their share, to 36 per cent, and the manual workers' share
drepped to 59 per cent. By 1981, just under 43 per cent of the occupied
population of Britain were manual workers.

“While manufacturing employed a high proportion of women (45 per
centyin 1911, 70 per cent of fermale manufacturing workers (and 32 per cent
of all accupied females) were concentrated in textiles and clothing, Another
40 per cent of the female labour force were engaged in domestic service. Of
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Table 4.1. Ceeupational distribution of the British fabour force, 1911

M™Mumher umber FPercentaps
Ocoupational ke Female cf labour Parceniage
sector (0048 £O00s) forse male
Public admiinistration *7 50 1-7 B4
Armed Forces 225 [+ 1-2 L0
Professions and services 413 383 43 5%
Pomestic and personal 456 2127 Ld- | 17
Commercial 739 157 4-0 g2
Transport and

comrmunacaticns 1.571 3B &3 97
Agricultura 1,434 a0 8z Q6
Fishing 53 U] 03 100
nlining 1,202 % LR ag
Guilding [, 140 5 63 o0
wieta] manufactiee and

machinery 1,795 123 10-5 93
Woodwork 287 35 18 a9
Bricks, cement, pollery,

plass 145 42 (R 7
Chemicals 155 46 L1 77
Leather o 12 o7 3
Paper, print 253 L4 22 463
Textiles 539 L] B2 42
Clothing 43 825 a9 19
Food, drink, tobacco B0a 308 &l 72
Gas, waler, electricity BS 0 -5 [{u4l
All others Tl o8 40 B3
Totak 2,931 5,356 1000 - n

Source: hitchel and Fones {1971 Bk .

the manufacturing sectors, metal manufacture and machinery as well as
woodworking and furniture — preserves of craft labour — were the most
heavily male dominated.

In 1911, women represented 30 per cent of the total occupied population
and 31 per cent of all manual workers. Figure 4.1 illustrates that men had
amuch greater commitment than women to conlinuous employment in the
paid labour force. Many married women stayed in the paid labour force
out of econormic necessity, the prevailing ideology being that a woman’s
place is in the home. To make the pender-based division of labour possible
the male workers needed to earn a wage sufficient Lo support 4 farmily {see
Humphries 1977). During the inter-war period the share of women in taotal
employment remained at about 30 per cent {Price and Bain 1988: L65)
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Table 4.2, Relatve wages of sefected workers by pay level,
18861926 (highest wage in each year = Fo0M

138G 1213 192400 1925
High pay
Brig::kfa}’-‘e rs [buildingh 9 23 F2 ig
Coalgetter (coal mining) 79 100 100 o
hiule spinners {oolbony 52 59 Eal .
Turpers (enginesring) 75 g2 73 on
Engine drivers (railways) 100 92 78
Afedinm pay
Painters fbuilding]l 72 T4 71 2(3
Putiers and fillers {coal miningh a2 T3 % ;
Grinders feotton) 54 &3 Th 39
bachinemen (enpineering) 56 &0 65 o
Guards {railvays) a9 66 a2 5
Low pay
Labopuri s {building} 45 35 £2 625
Laboure s (coal miningh 53 65 13 8
Femake weavers (catlon) A& 4T 53 :2
Labourers (engineering) 43 465 53 -
Goaods porters (Tailways) 51 43 54

Source! Fowe [1928: 42).
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Indeed, the labour force participation rate of women — the percentage of
worren who worked for pay — actually Fell stightly from 35 percentin 1911
to 34 per cenat in 193 1 and to less than 33 per cent in 1951 {Price and Bain
1988 168). Only thereafter did the labour force participation rate of
women begin its steady rise, reaching over 45 per cent by 1981,
~ Among the industzial labour force the men most able to carn encugh to
support a family were those who, by some type of apprenticeship systemns,
had acguired speciaiised craft skills. Table 4.2, derived from a compilation
made by J. W. F. Rowe in 1928, shows the relative earnings of selected
categeries of workers in five major sectors in 1386, 1913, 1920 and 1926,

with a value of 100 assigned to the highest paid category of worker in each
year. The movement of coalgetiers {or hewers) to the top of the pay scaie

amang the selected categories in 1913 and 1920 reflects a combination of
the enhanced power of the unions and a strong demand for their labour in

the years around the First World War rather than an npward mowvement in

their productivity. So teo in the case of the mule spinners (see Benson

1982 ; White 1982 Clegg e¢ af. 1964 chs, 3 and 11; Clegg 1985: chs. 2 and

3. By way of contrast, as we shall see, mechanisation and redivision

of labour combined with weak craft unionism constrained pay gains

by the turners —the labour elite of mechanical engineering — despite

rising productivity (Zeitlin 1983). Dwepending largely on the degree of

mechanisation and the pressure of international competition, each

industry had its own unique history of industrial refations.

In setting out the wage rates of the various categories of workers from
which Table 4.2 is derived, Rowe (1928 42) labelled the high-paid workers
‘skilled’, the medium-paid ‘semi-skilled’, and the low-paid ‘unskilled "
But by any account, Lthe cotton weavers, male or female, were at least
‘semi-skilled ’, as Rowe (1928 : 31-3) himself noted. Yet even male weavers
received wages that were low in comparison with semi-skilled workers in
other industries. The low wage was nat from a lack of union organisation:
before the First World War the cotton weavers had the second largest
union in Britain. Rather the cause was the even split of weaving between
men and women. Many wamen continued to work as weavers after
marriage, thus contributing to family income. As a result, male weavers in
Lancashire did not have to earn a *family wage ' to have access (o a *Tamily
income’. Although the payments per unit of output {piece rates) specified
in the wage lists that governed carnings in Lancashire did not discriminate
against women, on average female weavers earned less than male weavers
because on average they tended fewer looms, and hence generated less
cutput per unit of time (see Wood 19310; Lazonick 1986).

Table 4.3 shows how the wages of the high-paid workers varied in
relation to the medium-paid and lower-paid workers. From 1886 to 1926
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Table 4.3, Relative pay af sefected workers by induwsfry,

18851926

1913 1920 1926

[ 1141

High payfmediun: pay
Ruilding | Rl -2 L0k 100
Coal mining 120 1-36 L7 1-38
Colton 1-53 1-4l 1-33 1-35
Engine ring 1-33 1-26 1-11 1-18
Railways I-44 40 122 i35
High payflew pey
Building 162 1-51 1-k3 1-30
Coal mining 1-37 1-53 116 148
Callon T 91 178 T8
Enginecring 1-88 177 1-38 1:53
1-57 1-93 142 1-B0n

Railways

Sourca: Rowe R 42

mule spinners along with the railway engine drivers did best relative o
ather workers in their own industries. In all five industries the rapid wage
infiation after the First World War compressed relative wages. The less
skilled workers gained the ben gfits of union prganisation {(see, for example,
Hyrnan 1971}

The organisation ©
general unionism, but
workers — known as the aristocracy of 1a
protect their conditions of work and pay
1910 by far the largest union was the biiner
600,000 mermnbers, while the mext largest were those of the weavees {112,000
mernbers) and engineers {100,000 members}, ail comparaiively skilled. As
Table 4.4 shows, alter a stagnant period in the ficst halEof the 1900s, U0

membership rose steadily, especially in the First World War, and then
exploded during the tight labour mar ket canditions of the immediate posk-
war years, only 1o fall dramatically with the coming of depressed ECOMOTIE
conditions, The wast majority of unign members werg met; a small
increase in the proportion af female vnion members occurred during the
First World War and its aftermath. The density of male union Mmembets hip
fthat is, the proportion of prospective male union membears who wele
actually in unions} doubled between 1903 and 1913, and then doubled
again by 1919, Male union density fell off during the 1920s and the first thalf
of the 1930s. Setting nside the extraordinary aumber of working days lost

£ the less skilled had begun in 1880, with the rise of
before the First World War it was still the elite craft
bour — who were best organised to
(sec Hobsbawm 1964 ch. 10} Tn
5 Federation, with almost
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Table 4.4, Union membership, density and work stoppages, 18831939

Union
o Drensity, Deensi
memnbers Percentags males r RS- Workin,
- Fe 2

Year (anes) male vy ;;r;aks ::-’:;:n . ei;;.-g 1ost
moLm S——

. it o : i 30,440
1895 1,504 na na na e %510
1996 1,608 aj 14 nu T8 5,700
1397 1,731 9z s 3 S5 1,560
|ag8 1,752 a2 1 3 145 1,330
1399 1,911 az s El 635 1260
Ig'f 3-3_3,1 92 o ; 7ia 1,500
s 2013 o 17 s o 1080
o : 9z P Y :‘gl 4,130
1904 52 Is 3 0 e
1505 oL 14 3 116 2
1506 ol 1 * 350 13T
L5aT o I * AT 3020
1903 a0 19 5 58S 2150
i902 2% 12 .5 38w 10,79
1910 b 13 5 e 0.7a0
2 B =
012 o5 a & £z |a.L6a
1913 an : ? 835 40,890
1914 an 30 g 1450 by
1918 s an & a7z | BE
1918 5T 31 2 4Tz 32:3
1917 54 a2 1 S1s Eoh
19LE Py 34 16 i 2450
19t9 e 42 22 £ 168 ;E’iﬂ
1920 e a2 24 L35z 4870
1521 25 35 x4 LanT e
122 e o E4 ax g
1523 %5 9 16 $Th ]-iju
1524 it . L3 P m'mg
1925 e = LS Tt %420
1526 kN n 13 a3 Tasa
1527 w4 3 L4 31k L eim 33
1528 wd 32 14 g ;..I.?I]
1929 ud i 14 m o
1930 4 3t 14 421 o
1931 o 3 13 e #,290
1932 41 e 13 e 4400
1933 43 2 12 e o.3m0
1934 w1 2 12 o Bl
1935 4,367 e o 12 471 1.0
1936 3795 i 31 1 m 964
1937 5842 : 33 13 Wi I 2
193z 061 4 37 14 e 1,530
w3 2 as e s -2 1460

- B4 1 18 s 1,330

: 1,36

Sakrees: member itchell an H sy <'e A Ll sloppilges
shap: Mitehall Tl i as; L
: : ; ! d'lr ones {1971 6H)z density @ Frice and Bain {194H: a8) i
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during the General Strike of 1926, the most working days lost were to
strikes when the unions wWere coming into their strength, in the boon
g on 1912 and 1520 {Cronin 1982).
did the waorkers and their organisations influence the
British economy? And did the employment

relations into which the workers entered have a different impact on British
cconomic performance in Britain’s period of dominance than later? ¥We

focus here on those machine-based industries — iron and steel, mechanical
engineering, shipbuilding and cotton textiles — ceniral to Britain's rise to

international economic leadership, and on the new industries of the
twentieth century, such as car manufacturing, that made heavy use of

mechanical technologies.

periods centrin
How, then,
econormnic performance of the

Skill and effort im the *workshop of the world’

in the earty 1880s Britain’s share of world exports of manufactures was 43
per cent, vastly greater than the 6 per cent af the United States and the 16
per cent of Germany. By 1913 Britain's share had dropped to 32 per cent,
whereas the sha re of the United States had increased to 14 per cent and that
of Germany to 25 per cent (Makthews e7 af. 1982: 435). Even in retative
decline, British industry still sup plicd almost one third of the world's

manufactured exports.

Chief among such expotrts wa
36 per cent of all British exports in 1870 and 24 per cent
major British manufactured exporls were waoollen yarn and cloth and iren
and steel products. Tn 1310 machinery represented akmost 7 per cent of all
exports {up from less than 2 per cent in 1870}, while coal and coke
represented almost 9 per cent of all exports in 19 10 (up from less than 3 per
cent in 1§70} Daring the inter-war years, iron and steel and textiles
remained important exports, but by 1950 machinery and vehicles, the new
industries, had become Britain's leading exporl sectors (Mitchell and Jones

1971 : 304-6).

The praduction of goods to b
particular combinations of physical reso
materials} and human respurces {workers,
combinations of inputs are called simply * technologies .
turing of the physical and human respurces to generate a given product ot
to generate a new product is called a technokegical change. Inm an ECONGIIC
system based on the employment of wage labour an employer pays worlcers
wages to induce them to contribute their skills — their abilities to prowide
useful labour services — to the operation of those tec hnologies in which the

entetprise has already invested.

s cotion yarn and ctath, which constituted
in 1910, Other

e sold both at home and abroad requited
urces {structures, machines,
technicians, managers). Such
and a restruc-
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The ensuing relation between the e
conside A mployer and the worker
speciﬁeéci«:gemg: ;nar!c;t transaction — the imperscnat ﬁxchzfiggoc:fb:
invariably entails att!::;-fl fd labour services. The employment relation
power over the quantit pts by both employers and workers o exercizse
Salled “offort’ - ang thy of labour services supplied — what is generall
Workers want to be pai; :éﬂ%ﬁ?i;;{;:;fef Pa{;d (see Lazonick EQQQ;I
. . TL and may t j vl
i:iez':ili;;l‘;:aagtmns seek to limit the effort they gji‘veh;;:gt?ow:!:;algui:
o Tod e et fﬂ:t;cce[;ed 1 returi. At the same time the emp layer wants
owtpat in enchan e,fan pltefers therefore to get high levels of effort and
affects unit ]abotf' com; a given wage. The effori suppiied by the worker
equiprient and unit cSaS" Df course, but also the utilisation of plant and
instead of running witl pital costs : & worker strolling belween machines
contribution of .lgabours‘:;h:crsszpes less efiiciently. Aoy analysis of the
relative power inheront in re:a;mnsl%efi;g:[;ifcf must allow for the
cc;:ol tht; relation between effort and DAy plawers and sorkers to
e analysi . 7
back ta tl?e}.fi'ieﬁ:ﬂﬁ'omm rek.ﬂ.mns and economic performance dates
placed the evaletion O;FEHH;FF writings ot_" Karl Marx {1367(1977)). Marx
of British capitalist d “"mip eyment relations at the cenire of his anatysis
employer controlled thexe opment. In Marx’s view, that the capitalist
power 1o extract mor Eﬁ,phys":al means of production gave the cmpit;}rcr
otkers had specia]';c?j o;;t from the waorker for a given vage. As long as
could resist the “tenlae Es; ills to supply to the production process the
to extract more‘eﬁ’o ‘tPtS ¥ employers to “intensify their labour * — that ig
advent. of mach[ncr ige}:‘ Lt E}F time. But accerding to Mark, with thc;
superfliaous the workerf_f nologies that rendered the specialised skills
In making the works fcamcan casily replaceable input into production
{19??:?9;)} ot e ther_ an appendage to the machine’. as Marx I{HEE-ST;r
to the maximu[n1 pOS:;L[]J:ah:s}:_tvas aIJ_!e to tncrease the intensity of labour
unskiiled [abour, - whtle paying the worker the low wage for
Subssquent historical research ha i
employim . ' 4 as offered a different pers i
n g:c ynineeilzeriﬁt l;:;ns_ “JjaththsFandmg the mechanisationp{:[‘l;?r‘.zgc;;ﬁ;jg:
remained contial ?]E:ri;;;sosll;;izso[;kf}f grolu]:rsdof shop-Aoor workers
industrisl i thal permitied Britain to b
the twentie%}:agetn{l?f:mrfll 119?'?). and indeed remained impor[&ﬂlc‘:'{;ﬁj?niz
degree to which the}rmea}: <y 1974, More 1980). Marx overemphasised the
invested cuporscded th chanical technologies in which British capitalists
Poraties marvelied at t:enszi for cqmp!emcni-ar}' skilled labour. Contem-
from being fully automated Tl‘gﬂchmes‘, but [k:le technologies were still Far
- they required skilled labour ta keep them in
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meotion and thersby to enable high volumes of oukput to be generaked on

the shop floor.
Marx also overestimated the power of British capitalists to co ntrol the

shop Aoor, Employers relied heavily on experienced shop-floor workers to
manage the recruitment, training and utilisation of junior workers and (o
keep up the pace of work, The contrel over the managemeni of production
gave the experienced workers power in dealing with their employers, calied
Ceralt control® (Zeitlin 19853 Lazonick 1990: ch. 6}

The foundation of craft control was not the power of unions. Rather the
origins of craft control can be found in the willingness of British employers
to leave the contcol of work organisation on the shop floor. The authority
and responsibility to manage the shop-ficor organisation of wotk in turn

provided a basis for key groups of workers 10 form powerful trade unions
that, through collective bargaining over the conditions of work and pay,
consolidated craft control (Burgess 1975; Harrison and Zeitlin 1985,
Lazonick 1990: ch. 3 The key groups of workers became known
callectively as “the aristocracy of labour’ {(Hobsbawm 1964 and 1934]),
They inciuded such warkers as turners and fitters in mechanical en-
gincering. boilermakers in shipbuilding, puddiers in iron ma nufacture,
mule spinners in cotion textiles, and hewers in coal mining.

The persistence of craft control and the conssquent powst of craft
unions depended on the regional concentration of industry. the degree of
industrial fragmentation among empioyers and the pace of skill-displacing
technological change. All of the three Factors were inextricably linked in
the evolution of British industry. and created a uniguely British system of
industrial relations.

A prime impetus o regional concentration of industry was the practice
of senior workers recruiting new workers locally at an early age and
employing them as assistants or apprentices receiving cn-the-job training.

The junicr workers expected to find funure employment as senior workers
in the cralts and districts in which they were trained. In the cotton industry
d to the position af minder on seif-

a piecer would hope wo be promote
acting spinning mules, while a tenter who assisted in weaving hoped ene

day to be granted his or her own com plement of power looms {Lazonick
and Mass 198, In the iron and steel industry. again, the underhands
provided a source of potential skilled workers (Eibaum and Wilkinson
1975}, In the coal-mining districts of Durhiam and Northumberland,
haulers looked forward to becoming hewers, ak much higher pay (Daunten
1981). In some of the mechanical engineering industries {such as ship-
building), formal apprenticeship Systems WwWere widespread {Paollard and
Roberison 19791 chs. 7-8; Lorenz and Wilkinsan 1986 ;. Lorenz 1 0%

ch. 3.
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To be sure, some ol
i ¥oung men taok thei ini
districts and mi . BIr training acquired i i
rost who a‘i m}gel'ste-fi to other districts or, more t;gicalid n:ﬂ;hﬂr fome
to take up cn’lq};lig mhigh-ly SperlaTjsed on-the-job training I'ye,l‘ﬂairl;lizd. B;l—lt
they had grown uE-’ f}l}lt in tlhe lr}duslri‘al diskricts and specific trades ;f;.a .
was the prospect p.;_ & pume incentive for junior workers to in o
PR resultp ?‘t}? promotion nio the aristocracy of labo reman pat
o e training and in i ur-
with partic i = centive systerns the suppli ;
the ifdrustr}::?a?kﬂ'ls reproduced themselves, and indeed teggiﬁst of labour
ol concf:ntragtii,IHthS' in w_h]ch those skiils were already in heaw O'dEI'OW, q
districts itscif rei:;lfgrol;zr’;;:;ﬂ?r Z}'Pcs of workers in pélrticul;r}rin;um:tl:}ij].
. endency toward i Tl
industry. Mew firm . regional spec i
‘th th} w ‘ﬁ 5 tended to locate in the same reoi pecialisation of
-mA e requisite skills was already abundant gloms, where labour
5 a4 comsequaence the industr] ;
s tries became i i
articular localiti increasingly cone i
Efskilled [aboufliﬁh(:{“ds‘;n 1989). Employers got access to ]arztt:itEdl‘]“
Sistributore to ;moo‘j.;]::ou d take advantage of proximity to supplicrip IE:
became characteristicall tE‘l&_ ﬁow of work-in-progress. British ind Em i
through the A disintegrated”’, that is, split into diff; i
e rketing leert]cl?ll?-' reflated stages of purchasing pr{}tl]uerte';nt s
- Uiven the localised concentrati i £ crion and
were able to jalise I ntcation of industry, new i
firms to sUp;Fl)cc;:hS'e In a mirrow range of activitics, Fﬁl}“?f,lg 01; Sb“Sl'mIE:SSES
purchase thetr iutpelﬁg “:Llshnigpugs and on still other specia]isedp%cr];];setg
. - refirms setu iali .
buvers For : p as specialists the
th'; reinfm_:;;egrfgfdlatedproducts became all the more re ﬂd?lL;pphef‘IS z]]]d
: & trend to vertical specialisati i ¢ avallable,
an important - B pecialisation. The specialisati
the lafge ot C::it-.;i%nmh managers did not get cxperieﬁce in[‘::.lofl [}ﬂd
lhEmSc]v::s . %i ? rms of the Future. Therefore firms tended © P
to enter. and hciﬁ Ejplant aperations — which made it eusier for I?jf?;*ﬁﬂf:
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managers actually managed, The relativei}r.und_erde:velloglneg orga.n};:s;n:;lca;
capabilities that characterised nilost Brmst}{ I;E:if—:;ato rcr;i;réginate ich
o choice but to rely on <ra linate
f)t;‘ngﬂﬁij;zrt?o:ll of shap-floor work. Before t,he 1S$‘QS the ready ax;atl:ﬁ;l:yﬂc:f
gkilled labour made British firms quite willing to counten I
i e of craft control.
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after a series of industrial conflicts (Elbaum and W ll?(lnsonk d.;i ) .
The confrontations between employers E}Hd thelr wor ?rs di E:S{::{;
howewer, usher in a non-union era. The cohesion of -i'ca-?}i(ers W As 1::;;':1.3 wed
by their geographic concentration. Qn the employers’ s e, rnf:m:h anjtu
s great Victorian boom® of the third quarter of the mnei:een 1 isat;;ﬁ
wndermined the incentive and ability of British firms Lo figl }:.ll.m;;:nre Hion
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emerged victorious, Impecunious wa rkersl S_Lgncd dE(..‘,ldrdTi:.Dﬂ:. har Ty
would give up union membership g)s a condition for being allowe
ck {Burgess 19753: ch. 2). o i )
ha{;!(e:?ﬂ::;ite {the apparent defeat of'_worker organisation ;1 mf{::;rzfea‘;
engineering in 1852, over the Folmwmg o decad-{fs Eht? hlmc?e{g’ B
Society of Engineecrs emerged as the epitome of thel Ncu B g b Ers.
that is, a union that entered into cooperative bargalming with errlliacy {;f
gaining job security and higher wil ges fqr an f:!nergm_g a:ﬁ;tc;{ictoy;ian
labour (Cole 1962). For as in other British md}lstn_as during te e
poom, engineering employers l':?uj::d ttl‘:ml: E:) :i\-:{: tE:t:g;S ;Jf B
i T workers by bargaining than I 5 0
?‘fc?rﬂel::;;i? :onﬁict. Acrogs the stapke industries in which Britain ruled the
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world the foundations for negotiating collective bargains were customary
waork practices and earnings norms, some of which had been embodied in
wage lists issued by employers in the non-union era {(Huberman 1992). The
period that proved to be the apex of British industrial deminance saw the
consolidation of craft contral.

The employers' acceptance of collective bargaining in turn opened the

way for political transformations that served to reinforce the power of
enions to preserve craft control. In the eyes of the British political elite of
the 18605 and 1870s the adwent of cooperative industrial relations under
the aegis of basiness-minded unien leaders transformed craft workers from
uncontrallable subversives into responsible citizens, One resalt was the
1857 extension of the right to vote to the better-paid of the workers. With
the acceptance of -workers as responsible members of the political
community in the §1870s came changes in labour law thae facilitated the

accumulation of strike funds by unions and the staging of strikes {Pelling

1976: ch. 4; Hunt 1981: ch. 8). To build iis electoral strength the Liberal

Party (which was strongfy infleenced by the interests of industrial

capitalists) entered into a political alliance with working-class leaders. The

alliance endured from the 1870s until 1901, when the infamous Tal Vale

decision convinced most workers that they had to seek independent

political representation (Saville 1960,

From the late 1860s through the late 1880s the employers and workers
in various manufacturing industries sought formal systems of wape
determination, permitting both sides to share the gains of the good times
and the burdens of the bad (Porter 1970). The cotton industry, for
exampie, saw the institutionalisation of their wages lisis. By the 18805 the
major source of conflict in the industry was the adjustment of earnings over
the ups and downs of the business cycles, In iron and steel, hosiery,
footwear and conl mining *conciliation boards”™ were set up to settle
disputes. Iron workers and coul miners agreed to “sliding seales, * which
adjusted wages over the course of the business cycle according to changes
in the selling prices of the iron or the coal {Clegg er al. 1964: [5-23). In
mechanical engineering, in which employers were continually seeking to
substitute unskilled workers for skilled workers, the Amalgamated Society
of Engineers was able to establish and enforce standard district rates. In
shipbuiilding the skilled wockers — and in particular the platers, riveters
and caulkers, collectively known as boilermakers — were highly organised
by the 1870s. But because the shipbuilding industry was subject to severe
ups and downs the workers had only limited success in engaging in
collective bargaining (McClelland and Reid 1985).

The prowth of union influence and the spread of collective bargaining
through the 13805 enabled experienced workers to consolidate their
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workers who had been trained on the job, created incentives for employers
to attack craft control. The employers locked for WAYS 10 cut costs by using
cheaper labour. Some indusirialists ewen campaigned to cease collective
bargaining altogether in order to restore to themselves the ‘power Lo
manage’. The engineering employers, as in the early 1850s, were in the
forefront. Celonel Dyer, president of the Engineering Employers™ Fed-
eration (EEF) put it thus in a letter to the Tiwmes on the eve of the 1807_8
engineering lockout: the emplovers in his arganisation were determined
‘to obtain the Freedom to manage their own affairs which had proved to be
so beneficial to the American manufaciurer as to enable them to compete
... in what was formeriy an English monopoly” (quoted n Pelling 1976:
E12). Colonel Dyer held up Carnegie Steel, which had rid itself of unions
in 1892, as an example of how to regain the power to ma nage. The Carnegie
victory of 1892 was indeed the beginning of a mon-union era in American
indusiry that would last until the unionisation of mass-production worksers
during the 1930s (Brody 1980 ch. 1).

Faced by low wages well into manhood the younger workers became
more susceptible to black-leg tactics on the one hand and 1o new forms of
industrial unionism on the other. The threat to the privileged positions of
the labour aristocrats became particularly apparent in the wake of the
‘Mew Unionismi® of the 1880s { Hobsbawm 1954 ch. L3R

Another threat to craft control came from the wave of skill-displacing
technologies of the late nineteenth century, mast af them emanating from
the United States {Rosenberg [976: chs. 1 and 2: Hounshell 1984,
Thomson 1989). As a whole British industry was lageard in adopting the
rew technologies (though see ch. 3} The abundance of skilled labour and
the suceesses of craft cantrol had convinced many firms Lo stick with, and
even make more investments in, the traditiona) technologics. Nevertheless,
the diffusion of new technologies in Britain varied from industry o
indusiry. In beot and shoe manufacture the rapid adoption of new
technologies resulted in the serious erosion, iff not obliteration, of craft
control {Clegg e¢ af. 1964 24-6). In the mechanical engineering industries,
new technologies were by the 1880s and [890s creating opportunities for

substituting unskilled for skilled men (Zeitlin 1983 McKinlay and Zeitlin

1989). In cotton textiles the adoption of ring spinning permitied the

employment of low-paid female operatives instead of high-paid male

operatives on the mule spindles. Yet even when substantial numbers of ring
frames were adopted, in the decade priot to the First World War, mule-
spinning factories remained the norm and the crafit coniro! of the operative
mule spinners was as solid as ever. In cotton weaving the highly productive
dutomatic loom barely entered the British industry before the First World
War, and even in those rms where it was introduced the utilisation of the
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In weaving, too, the rise of inte rnational competition did Jittle to alter
the traditional division of labour. The Uniform List of 1892 covering all
cotton~weaving districts remained in force into the second half of the
twentieth century, In 1935 the List, revised to take into account the high
levels of unemployment, was made statutory by Act of Parliament. In the
1930s the cloth manufacturers made some attempts to increase the number
of power locoms per weaver above the standard four. On the whale,
however, they were not successful. As in spinning, traditional modes of
work organisation continued to characterise the weaving section of the
cotton textile indusiry.

In the iron and steel industry, Britain [osl its dominant position in the
late iineteenth and early twentieth centuries, In 1870 Britain produced 50
per eent of world tonnage of pig-iron and 43 per cent of steel. By 1913 the
United States was producing 40 per cent of world tonnage of iron and steel,
and Britain only [0 per cent. After controlling about three-quarters of
world exporis of iron and steel around 1870, the British industry still
accounted for over one third in 1913, But by 1913 Gesmany had surpassed
Britain as the world's leading exporter. Deespite this fall from hegemony the
British iron and stee! industry expanded steadily in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, from an average annuat output of 1.8 million
tans in the period 18801304 to 7.0 million in 191014 (McCloskey 1973;
Elbaum 1986: 51, 57).

On the eve of the First World War, British iron and sreel continued 1o
maintain international competitive advantage in higher quality sheet and
tinplate markets. At home the industry was serving the still dominant
British shipbuilding industry, which alone took 30 per cent of the nation’s
steel output in 1910-12, Like the cotton kextile industry, British steel
suffered from excess capacity in the 1920s. Although the industry
experienced a recovery in the late 1930s, its fragmented structure of
industrial organisation so obstructed the rationalisation and re-equipment
of the industry that by the 1950s nationalisation had become a NECessary,
if not sufficient, condition for its technological renewal and uftimate
survival (Elbaum 1986 Tolliday 1986a).

Rising iron and steel outpul made for harmonicus labour relations.
Alter a series of imdustrial conflicts in the [860s employers and employees
joined together to set up boards of arbitration and conciliation ta negotiate
the standard tonnage rates, Through the 1870s the skilled workers were
generally contractors who employed underhands on fixed time-wages. The
boards also negotiated sliding scales for tonnage rates to adfust for cyclical
variations in the selling price of manufactured iron (Eibaum and Wilkinson
1979, see also Vichniac 1987}

Skifled iron and sieel workers saw their earnings grow, because their
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bargaining power enabled them 1o maintain tonnage rate levels even as,
largely through rechnical change, productivity increased. Left ‘behind at
first were the unaeihands, paid Litne-wapges and possessing tittle bargaining
power k3 extract higher wages from the senior workers who employed
them. But unlike the piecers in cotton spianing, who were newel able to
organise independently of their worker bosses, from the 1880s the
underhands formed their owWi anions and Wwere increasingly successful in
putting an end to the contracting systent. They were able to negotiate their
own Connage rates directly wikh e ployers-
The breakdown of contracting dich not spell an ennd 1o craft controel,
however. Even a8 underhands gained the right to pargain directly with
employers, work organisation on the shop floor remained essentially
unchanged- Indeed, with various classes of underhands Dow trying to
control theis particuiar occupations. craft control became even ImoTe
entrenched and collective bargaining €ven more fragmented by type of job.
Such was the overall balance of power betwest workers and smployeTs in
the iron and gteel indusity, moreover, that the first mational sliding-scale
agresinent negotiated in 1905 endured until 1940 [(Wilkinson 1977}, Despite
conflict during the depressed conditions of the 19203, in irom and steel, as
in coiton textiles, collective apreemenis CONCErning work and pay became
“laws” of employment relations that empIONeEs dared not chalienge.

In sharp contrast, \herefore, 1o the expeTiences of workers during the
non-union era in the US iron and steel industey. British iron and stest
workers cantinued te EXErchse subsrantial control over the reiation between
effort supplied and pay received. In particular, bargains for particular
fypes of work that applied across all firms enabled workers b3 capture 1arge
ghares of productivi.t}' gains.

The workers power 1o capture pro ductivicy increases deterred the mote
financiaily solvent and potentially apErossive firms from making high
fized-cost investmenis in AEW echinologies. The relatively low carnings of
weorkers in ow productwiw plants facititated the survival of firms that
gought to rely on existing pank and egquipment. The persistence—and
indeed the spread — of craft harEaining reinforced the fragmented strdc
tures of industrial organisatien in deternng investment in hest-practice

sreel rechnologies {Elbawam 1986 ; and for another view nAcCloskey 1673}

In British iron and steel, as in cotlon textiles, therefore, the existencs of
firms oo weak 1o EXErcise control over external market farces, let alone
owver their OWIL internal oreanisation, discouraged the industry from
making invesiments in newW technologies. Confronted by the new in-
rernavional competition from the late nineteenth century, amployers in the
staple indusiries sought the cooperation of their workers in the atiemnpts Le]
ot costs on the traditional Drgani-sati.ona! structures and iechno‘log'ies-
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this case, eight hours). In 1856 the engineering employers reacted by
forming the Engineering Employers’ Federation (EEF). As the intro-
duction into British industry of American machine tools quickened in the
last half of the 18%0s (particularly during the boom in bicycle manu facture
that permitted the use of mass-produckion methods}, employers renewed
the assault on craft control that they had failed to carry through almost a
half century before.

Like the defeat of the workers in the 1852 lockout, the 18978 lockout
ended with ASE members going back to work on the employers™ terins.
[ndeed, if one reads the * Terms of Settiement” that the ASE execubive was
forced to sign to put an end to the lockout, one gets the distinct impression
that enginecring employers had put an end to craft con trel — that they had
gained  the power to manage’ (Zeitlin 1983}

et the defeat of the ASE was only partial, particularly when co mpared
with the eradication of collective bargaining in the metal-working
industries of the 1Fnited States in the early decades of this century. The
very insistence by the EEF that the ASE sign the Terms of Settiernent
reveals that British engineering employers accepied collective bargaining
as an unavoidable fact of industrial life. Tn the United States, employers
insisted on, and waon, the right to manage. In Britain, employers had ko be
content to struggle over, as they themselves put i, the power (O Manage,

the right of British employers lo manage having been irrevocably lost
last half of the nineteenth century

sometime and somewhere in the
(Wigham 1973}
As it turned put, even the poOWer 1O MaNARE Wwa

s severely circurnscribed
in British engineering firms after

the turn of the century by the tendency of
employers to continue to rely on experienced workers to coordinate the
shop-floor division of labour and the transformation of inputs into
outputs. Between the end of the lockout in 1898 and the First Waorld War,
British engineering employers did invest in more auto matic machine ools,
and they did employ less expensive labour to perform many tasks. The
problem is that, unlike their American counterparts, most British firms
failed to make the investments in mana gerial structuras that, in conjunction
with the new mass-production technolopgies, were nceded to take the
control af work off the shop floor. Like employers in the cotton rextile and
iron and stee! industries, British engineering firms chose the low-cost
steatepy of relying an shop-fioor workers to run their production. In 1944
some 60 per cent of the labour foree in ficrns that belonged to the EEF was
Classified ms ‘skilled” —a classification that may have been more an
indication of the persistence of craft control than of the persistence of
difficult-to-replicate craft skills (Zeitlin 1983 35).

The clearest manifestation of persistent craft control was the growing
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The legacy of cralt controd

During the 1920s and 1330s, in the newer and expanding engineering
indusiries such as motor vehicles and electrical equipment, British firms
invested in mass-preduction machinery, permitiing thern o shift from
skilled to semi-skilled workers. Because unions were not entrenched in the
newer engineering industries, the EEF victory of 1922 wirtually snded
formal collective bargaining, thus ushering in 2 non-uniom era throughaout
the inter-war years. Yet, in sharp contrast 1o Mass production in the
United States, substantial control ower the arganisation of work and the
determination of the relation between effort and pay remained with
workers on the shop floor { Lewchulk 1987: ch. 9: Tolliday 1985 and 198 ab).

Through multinational investrments i Britain the American made of
snop-floor management was to some extent kransported across the
Atlantic. Most notably, the Ford Motor Company, which began opera-
tions in Britain in 1911, invested in managerial capabilities to plan
and coordinate the fow aof work on the shop floor. Ford chose o pay
its workers time-wages. In Britain, as in the United Siates, Ford used a
high-wage policy. coupled with close supervision, to gain the cooperation
of its shop-floor workers {Lewchuk i987: ch. 8; Tolliday 1991}

Butas Lewehuk {1987) has demonstrated in hiscomparative study of the
British and American motor vehicle indusiries, the British mass producers
chose not 1o inwest in managerial structures. Instead they relied extensively
on payment by results to elicit effort. Stressing the critical organisational

dificrence between the American and British systems of autemebile
production, Lewchuk has argued:

The majority of British motor vehicle workers in the 19305 could not be classified
as skilicd workers. In facl the preduction technigques wsed were surprisingly similar
to those found in many American Faclorics. Mew types of machinery and the
emergence of volume production drastically reduced the skill required from
indiwidual workers, The most striking contrast belween the American and British
sysLemn was the limited exterit to which British manapement had been able to exerl
direct control over labour cffort notms and the limited extent to which management
had claimed rtespensibility for organising the work place. Labkour rc taincd a
significant say ever the seiling of offort norms and the organisation of wo rk., while
management conirelled the process by which piece-rate prices werg scl, allowing
thern to conerol the ratio ol wages to effort. (Lewchuk I%8T: L835)

During the 1930s, when the major car producers were making large profits,
motor vehicle workers received wages that were toward the high end of the
garnings scale of engineering warkers, with piece workersin the auto mobile
industry doing especially well {Lewchuk 1987 54; Tolly 1938 102). With
the level of piece-rate incentives wnder managerial control, workers had ta
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organisation ... aimed, ultimately, w keep men at work and to control —
even discipline —union members’. He continued: The “senior shop
stewards were involved in the enforcement of collective agreements, and
concerned with the implementation {(even planning} and co-ordination of
many details of production — such as transfers of men around the factory
the scheduling of overtime or short-time working, and the recruitment and
training of labour’ {Clack 1967: 97-8).

Given the absence of personnel management in major British firms the
shop stewards were critical for maintaining labour peace and eliciting
effort. In the 1950s the shop stewards were particularly prominent in the
metalworking industries, and in the 1960s and [970s the model spread
across all unionised sectors (Terry 1983 Batslone 1584: 7082}, Reliance
on shop stewards enabled British industrialisis to continue to avoid
investiments in personnel management, while creating a coherent, if
jnformail, system of employment relations.

Economically, the peculiarly British system of workplace bargaining
benefited both employers and workers as long as existang technaolo gies and
workplace practices could penerate sufficient productivwily to enable British
firms to compete. But already by the early 1960s, as German and then
Japanese, Swedish, French and Italian manubacturers joined the Ameri-
cans in competing lor world markets, British industry found its<lf in an
increasingly competitive international envirenment, A response required
imvestments in high-throughput technelogies. which in turn required
significant — and in most cases dramatic — alterations in shop-foor *custom
and practice’ to generate returns an the investments. But reliance on
payment by results and “informal’ shop-foor bargaining were resulting in
upward *wage drift’ — that is. the power of workers Lo capture the gains
from productivity growth for themselves (Marsh and Coker 1963} The
results were inflationary pressures in the British economy and an etosion of

profits for British manufacturing industry (Armstrong and Glyn 1986: 35).

Many observers of Britain’s inferior performance in manufacturing
have been quick to point the Bnger at labour. What they are observing is
the legacy of craft contrel. But in long-run perspective, craft control has
persisted in Britain because British firms chose not to build managerial
structures. By contrast, the Japansse since the early Lwen ticth century have
pursued a strategy of investing in the skills of managers as much as shop-
floor workers, and American firms have pursued a stralegy of inwesting at

lzast in the skitls of managers {Lazonick 1990: chs. 7-10, 1991 ch. 13.

In contrast to hoth of these strategies (in the late twentieth century it is
the Japanese who are showing the best results), British employers chose
simply to leave skiils on the shop floor, giving workers contral over the
wtilisation of the firm’s investmments. BEven in the absence of unions, and in
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the presence of unions often in conflick with formal bargaining agreemnents,
British employers came to rely on shop stewards, Attempts to reform the
informal system in the aftermath of the famous Donovan Report of 19638
ended by increasing the power of shop stewards (Terry 1977 Balstone
1684 183). .

A century ago, craft control played a productive rele in making Britain
an industrial power. Ewven, in the twentieth century, with the rise of
managerial capitalism abroad, it was possible for a time for British
industry to compete in international markets, in part because it had access
to an abundznce of industrial skills without having to make high fixed-cost
investments in them. Over time, however, organisational and technological
innovation abroad raised productivity to levels that rendered the British
strategy competitive only if workers supplied more effort for lower pay. In
reaction to attempits ko erode their standard of living, British workers
sought to protect eraft control. Given the strategy of aveiding investments
in managerial structures that British firms had been pursuing For decades,
the firms were ill-prepared to take the control of work off the shop floer,

The Thatcherite attack on the trade union mowement in the 19803
succeeded in diminishing the ranks of union membership in naanufacturing
and the ability of unions to stage effective strikes {(Bassett 1986 MacInnes
19&7). But in the absence of positive measures to encourage the building of
managerial struciures to plan and coordinate the productive transform-
ation on the shop Aoor, British firms have tended to continue their refiance
on shop-steward organisation. As Peter Nalan (198%: 1i8) arguect in a
critique of the so-called *productivity miracle' during the Thatcher years:

The (sucvey and case study) evidence scems 1o poinl to labour inte nsification 45 a
key element in revend productivity gains ... The progressive weakening of lahour,
both collective wnd individual, has belpedl enlrench the legacy of the past. Finms
have sought shori-term giins, through o series of step-by-slep adaplations, which
have left untouched bosic structural weakoesses. (Molan 1958%: 113)

[n an age of global competition, it is perhups not enough to overturn the
shop stewards. To put in place the organisationak capabilitics that global
manulacturing compelition in the late twentieth cenlury requires, the firms
and the nation must make large iovestiments in the capabilities of their
employees — whether managers or workers,



