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ABSTRACT:

"The Corporatist Sisyphus™
Philippe C. Schmtter and Jirgen R Gote

We now know that the (re)discovery of corporatismin the
m d- 1970s was ironic. At the very nonent that academ cs started
using the concept to analyze trends in advanced capitali st
societies, the practice had already peaked and it continued to
decline during the 1980s. Then, just as many observers had
announced its dem se, corporatismhas risen again and now seens
to be carrying its twin burdens of interest associability and
pol i cy-maki ng to new heights during the 1990s.

The primary “grow h potential” for macro-corporatist
architects in the future lies in the feverish efforts of national
governments to adapt to EU directives, product and professional
standards, verdicts of the ECJ and the convergence criteria for
EMJU. The boundaries, territorial and functional, of interest
politics have shifted irrevocably which paradoxically inplies a
greater not a |esser reliance on previous structures of national

internedi ation -- provided they can be exploited to fulfill new
tasks and still manage to reproduce the old loyalties.

So, this article argues, the Corporatist Sisyphus is headed
back up the hill, goaded as before by an architectonic national

state. Moreover, he is just about on tine. If previous

specul ation about a twenty to twenty-five year cycle was correct
and if one traces their last downturn to the First Ol Shock of
1973, then corporatist practices should have bottoned out ca.
1985-8 and will be hitting their peak sonetine after 1998-9 --
nore or less at the very nonent that nonetary unification is
(supposed) to occur!



We now know that the (re)discovery of corporatismin
the m d-1970s was ironic. At the very nonent that academ cs
started using the concept to anal yze trends in advanced
capitalist societies, the practice had already peaked and it
continued to decline during the 1980s. Then, just as many
observers had announced its dem se, corporatismhas risen again
and now seens to be carrying its twin burdens of interest
associability and policy-nmaking to new heights during the 1990s.
Are students of European politics and society forever going to be
condemmed | i ke Sisyphus to dragging this concept-cum-practice
into their work, only to see it cone crashing down | ater?

THE PAST

The "corporati st approach” energed as one subspeci es of
a much broader genus of theorizing in political econony that has
been | abeled "institutionalist.” Its central claimwas (and stil
is) that behavior -- economc, social or political -- cannot be
understood exclusively in terns of either the choices and
preferences of private individuals or the habits and inpositions
of public agencies. Sonmewhere between markets and states existed
a |large nunber of “self-organized” and “sem -public”
collectivities that individuals and firns relied upon nore-or-
| ess regularly to structure their expectations about each others
behavi or and to provide ready-made solutions for their recurrent
conflicts. These corporatist practices mght have seened, from an
abstract and external point-of-view, inflexible in their demands
and suboptimal in their performances, but they did save
consi derably on search and information costs, while supplying a
psychol ogically reassuring famliarity to those who worked within

them Normatively, they may have represented “second best



solutions” for all involved, but operationally, if one takes into
consi deration the uncertain “shadow of the future,” the

partici pants seened prepared to bear the nutual burden of
rigidities and inefficiencies -- at least, until sone manifestly
better solution presented itself.!

Moreover -- and this is especially inportant for the
corporati st subspecies -- their “standard operating procedures”
demanded speci alized personnel. Those who came to occupy such
positions devel oped a strong vested interest, not just in the
mai nt enance of existing practices, but also in their future
devel opment. Sonme of the dues, rents and subsidies these
associ ational |eaders extracted from nenbers and interlocutors
could be "invested" in further legitimtion and task expansion.
In other words, the trajectory of this non-market and non-state
arrangenment was not just a passive reflection of the demand for
its services by individuals and authorities. It could (and did)
acquire a dynamic of its own that served to carry its burdens
further up the slope than m ght otherw se have been the case.

For corporatists -- analysts as well as protagonists --
differences in the nature of internediary institutions at the
national |evel were regarded as crucial in determning the
policies adopted and their eventual outcones. Only when specially
organi zed internedi ari es were invol ved and only when the process
of negotiation enpowered them as nonopolies to represent the
collective interests of some enconpassing group and to take
subsequent responsibility for any decisions nmade, could one speak
of corporatism strictu sensu. It was not enough just to consult
various interests. Effective participation was not open to any
organi zati on. The macro-process of interest conflict and

conprom se depended upon the "active assent” of peak associations
3



representing conprehensive class, sectoral or professional
interests.? In nore specialized sectors and under very speci al
auspices, this could even result in the creation of so-called
"private interest governnents" that had a great deal of autonony
fromand authority over both nenbers and interlocutors in the way
in which they allocated resources (Streeck and Schmitter, 1985)°3

The corporatist literature of the 1970s tended to
stress two ideal -typical clusters of conditions: (1) associa-
tional properties; and (2) decision-naking characteristics.* Under
the former rubrique, they |ooked about for such things as
nmonopol y of representation, hierarchic coordination across
associ ations, functional differentiation into non-overl apping and
conprehensi ve categories, official recognition by state agencies
and sem -public status, involuntary or quasi-conpul sory
menber shi p, and sone degree of heteronony with regard to the
selection of |eaders and the articulation of demands. In terns of
deci si on-maki ng the search was on for “concertation,” i.e. for
contexts in which there was regular interaction in functionally
speci al i zed domains, privileged and even excl usive access,
consultation prior to legislative deliberation, parity in
representation, active and concurrent consent and not just
passi ve acqui escence or mgjority voting as the usual decision
rul e, and devol ved responsibility for policy inplenentation.

Needl ess to say, in the real world these traits did not
al ways cluster together: e.g. nonopolies of representation were
granted (often de facto) to associations w thout nuch public
control over |eadership or the nature of demands; functiona
councils were established within the adm nistration or higher
executive office, but legislatures refused to accept their

status, nmuch less to allow themto consider and amend proposals
4



bef orehand. Mbst di sconcertingly, the associational properties
and the deci sion-maki ng characteristics did not co-vary in sone
i nstances. Supposedly, policy concertation could not persist
wi t hout nonopolistically structured, hierarchically ordered,
officially recognized, clearly delimted associations. Even where
the latter did not exist initially, once concertation was up and
runni ng, it should have encouraged the devel opnent of these
properties in collaborating interest associations. Sonetines, the
i ncongruenci es were tenporary when, for exanple, negotiations for
t he annual or biannual "social contract"” broke down nonentarily
over a specific issue and yet the basic structure of
i ntermedi ati on remai ned unchanged, or when negoti ations
concerni ng nmacro-economn ¢ policies persisted between peak cl ass
associ ations, despite the fact that one or another of them had
suffered a "defection" by a faction that opted for exerting
pressure through other channels. Occasionally, great efforts were
made to bring about a concerted outcone despite the preval ence of
cl ass, sectoral and professional interests that were
"incorrectly” organized -- if they were organized at all. G eat
Britain during the 1970s and Italy in the early 1980s were
apposite cases -- and they appropriately failed in short order.
Scott Lash and John Urry (1987), anong many ot hers,
observed the growing travails of even the nost persistent and
successful of the neo-corporatist systenms and proclained the re-
birth of “disorganized capitalism” If technol ogy and gl obal
conpetitiveness were not material cause enough, the ideol ogical
attractions of neo-liberalismseened to seal the fate of any
serious attenpt to negotiate one’s way through the | abyrinth of

maj or econom c re-structuring.



As we shall see -- in the present revival of
corporatist practices -- a nunber of countries have been
attenpting in the 1990s to reap the benefits of policy
concertation between consenting interest associations, not all of
whi ch have the “appropriate” organi zational structures. \Wat is
nore, they have been trying to do this at the highly visible
nati onal, gesamtwirtschafttlich |evel, even if they have
occasionally tried to fulfill new purposes with these efforts.
Could it just be a different Sisyphus that is headed back up the
hill? Mght he be bearing a different bundle of substantive
policies? And, does this nean that he is likely to trave
further, before he inevitably cones tunbling down?

THE PRESENT

Al'l those death certificates issued to corporatismin
the 1980s carried the sane generic signature.® Despite sone
difference in the synptons of their agonizing, the autopsies
uniformy declared that it had died of disfunctionitis, i.e. neo-
corporati st arrangenents could no |onger performthe inperative
tasks that had been assigned to it by neo-Keynesian policy nakers
operating within the confines of their respective nation-states.
Lacking any legitimacy of its own, its dem se passed virtually
unnoti ced by the mass public and was not even nourned by those
acadenm cs who had nade a career out of (re-)discovering it.®

E pur si muove! The corpse of corporatismhas risen --
again -- and is rolling its dual burdens back up the sl ope of
interest politics during the 1990s. It seens that sone sort of
associ ative governance -- intersectoral as well as intrasectoral
-- is still an inperative of the functioning of nodern
capitalism pace the nore extreme protestations of neo-liberals.

For, if capitalismrequires an effective nmechanismfor ensuring
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orderly conpetition anong producers and a nmutual ly acceptabl e
di stribution of income between capital and | abor, then, where the
firms and individuals involved are associated with each other
and, hence, capable of articulating their interests collectively,
active assent can only be obtained through a systematic di al ogue
bet ween the organi zations that represent these interests.

The di agnostic error of those who presided over the
aut opsy of corporatismin the 1980s seens to have been in
assum ng that the same functions would have to be perforned by
t he same organi zations at the same |level for this particular node
of interest internediation/policy-making to survive. They did not
acknow edge the possibility that different functions m ght be
performed at the same | evel of aggregation by the same (or
anal ogous) organi zations. They shoul d have taken their cue from
Max Weber who, some time ago, warned against relying too heavily
on functionalist definitions of institutions. He observed that
really resilient institutions -- and the nation-state was
admttedly the one that he had in mnd at the tinme -- could
perform many different functions and even restructure thensel ves
quite substantially in order to survive. No one, of course, is
going to argue that corporatist arrangenents have anything like
t he tenaci ous hold on survival that nodern states have, but
Weber’s generic point still seens valid.

What ever the underlying rationale, the 1990s have
wi tnessed a maj or (and surprising) resurgence of policy
concertation at the macro-level and this has been especially
remar kable in countries that do not seemto possess -- at |east,
not ex ante -- an appropriately configured set of interest
associations. A rapid perusal of the descriptive literature would

reveal that the negotiating and inplenenting of tripartite or
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bi partite social pacts is back on the agenda -- but not always
where one m ght have expected it on the basis of the experiences
of the 1960s and 1970s.’

Ireland is a case-in-point. Having been previously
descri bed as hopel essly pluralist and non-macro-contractualist in
t he Angl o- Saxon tradition, the country quietly devel oped a
tradition of centralized wage bargaining from 1987 to 1993. Three
consecutive econom c and social accords were signed between
governnment, the FUEC (the Federated Union of Enployers), and the
| CTU (the Irish Congress of Trade Unions). The three year
“Program for National Recovery” in 1987 ainmed at creating a
fiscal and nonetary environnment conducive to the pronotion of
hi gher rates of economic growmh. It included a broad package of
nmeasures: greater equity in taxes, reduction of inequalities,
enpl oynment generating nmeasures, a ceiling on pay increases,
nmeasures for the | owpaid and working tinme reduction. The second
agreenment signed in 1990, the “Program for Econom c and Soci al
Progress,” and the third in 1993, the “Program for
Conpetitiveness and Wrk” contai ned essentially the sanme neasures
-- despite their differences in nonenclature.

Finland is a rather different case. Having been a
relative | ate-coner to Scandi navi an-style corporatism it
continued quietly, if fitfully, to practice corporatism
t hroughout the 1980s. However, in the early 1990s when the
col | apse of the Soviet econony left themin exceptional economc
di stress, the Finns revived and expanded nmacro-| evel
concertation. The initial tripartite deal between the governnent,
t he Confederation of Finnish Industry and Enpl oyers (TT) and the
Conf ederation of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) covered the period

from1 January 1992 to 31 Cctober 1993. It was successfully re-
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negoti ated after a massive currency deval uati on when workers
agreed to a freeze on wages in exchange for governnment prom ses
to refrain fromlaying-off civil servants, to support housing
prograns, to grant tax relief to the lower-paid and to i npose new
taxes on those still in full-tinme enploynent. This macro-
concertation has subsequently continued in a bipartite fashion
between the TT and the SAK, with the additional participation of
t he Confederation of Technical Wrkers (STTK) and the
Conf ederati on of Professional Wrkers (AKAVA). Leaving aside
basi c wage issues (still covered by the previous agreenent), they
focused on a conprehensive package of neasures designed to
al I evi ate unenpl oynent: | ower wages for apprentices and newy
recruited workers, reform of unenploynent insurance, greater
scope for decentralized bargaining, restrictions of political or
synpat hy strikes, and nodifications in working tinme and workpl ace
consul tation

The situation that enmerged in Spain was conpletely
different, in both its initial timng and intent. Macro-|evel
concertation began in the late 1970s -- just as it was declining
el sewhere in Europe. The fanpbus Pacto de la Moncloa in 1977 did
ostensibly deal with issues of econom c and social recovery, but
it was signed by the | eaders of political parties and primarily
aimed at inproving the prospects for the consolidation of
denocracy. In the term nology of Terry Karl (1985), it
constituted a “foundational” pact anong political elites, not a
“managerial” pact between econom ¢ and social groups. As such, it
was quite successful and, as we shall see, closely observed and
occasionally imtated by other countries involved in simlarly
uncertain regine transitions. The initial Mncloa Pact did give

rise to a series of subsequent efforts as “managerial tripartite
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concertation” between the governnent, the Spani sh Confederation
of Enpl oyers’ Organizations (CECE), and various conbi nations of
the socialist-oriented General Wirkers Union (UGI) and/or the
conmuni st-ori ented Wrkers’ Conm ssions (CC.0O0. ). After seven
years of fitful success and five Acuerdos, these negotiations
col | apsed conpletely -- ironically, during the protracted
hegenony of the Socialist Party (PSCE) in governnent, a factor
whi ch el sewhere and earlier was of crucial inportance for the
success of macro-corporatism After a |lengthy period of sporadic
and inconclusive bipartite negotiati ons between governnent and
busi ness associ ati ons and governnent and trade unions, tripartite
policy concertation raised its head again. A first attenpt was
made in 1993 to reach a conprehensive social pact by voluntary
nmeans. \Wen this was abandoned by both enployers” and workers’
representatives, the Socialist governnment issued an ultimatum
that if no agreenment energed before the end of the year, it would
put its own proposal before parlianment (where it then enjoyed a
confortable majority). The consequent |aw containing such matters
as less rigid recruitnent hiring procedures, permssion for
private and part-tinme enploynent agencies, reformulated
apprenticeship contracts, incentives for creating part-tinme work,
greater flexibility in working hours and less rigidity in

col | ective redundanci es was passed. Despite a general strike on
27 January 1994 and the | ukewar m endorsenent of capitalists, the
measures were successfully inposed. The reluctant social partners
seened to have | earned fromthat experience at having been shut
out. They sat down and bilaterally negotiated a very
conprehensi ve agreenent anong thenselves in 1994 -- the first in

over a decade.
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Adj acent Portugal al so went through a major regine
change in the md-1970s, but it did so without the benefit of a
Moncl oa- styl e foundati onal pacto. Instead, after a much nore
t umul t uous process of denocratization, it gradually and nore
easily than Spain settled into a process of managerial pacting at
the macro-level, beginning with the creation in 1984 of a
Per manent Council for Social Concertation. From 1987 through
1992, peak associations of business (industry, comrerce and
sonetimes even agriculture) reached regular agreenents with the
CGeneral Union of Wirkers (UGT) on incones policy and ot her
issues.® In a near classic repetition of what had occurred in
Nort hern Europe a decade or nore earlier, the Portuguese “soci al
partners” exchanged noderation in wage demands and greater
flexibility in managenent practices for nore generous soci al
measures and i nprovenents in | abor legislation, as well as for
adjustnents in the calculation of economic indicators to bring
themnore in line with the country’s EU partners. As had been the
case before, when conditions of growth and enpl oynment began to
deteriorate after 1992, it becane increasingly difficult to make
t he necessary concessions. No conprehensi ve agreenent was signed
for the next four years -- just when the process was being
revived next door in Spain (where, incidentally, economc
conditions were even worse)! In 1996, however, Portuguese peak
associ ati ons hamered out a rather conprehensive deal including
i ssues such as incones policy, working tinme reduction,
i ntroduction of a m ninmumincone on an experinmental basis, and
tax reductions for |low incone-earners. Interestingly, this
agreenment al so foresaw the reduction of social security
contributions for those enployers bel onging to enpl oyers’

associations -- a neasure clearly ainmed at providing incentives
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for the strengtheni ng of organi zational cohesion (Rhodes, 1997).

Belgium has had a | ong-standing tradition of
centralized bargaining on social questions within the framework
of its National Labor Council. Collective agreenents, once
reached voluntarily within it, subsequently acquire the coercive
force of public law. Interrupted in the md-1970s -- as so often
happened el sewhere -- the practice of negotiating two-year
bi partite agreenents was revived in 1987 and has been in
operation ever since. Nevertheless, the restricted scope of these
accords |l ead the governnent in 1991 and again in 1993 to attenpt
t he sponsorship of a nuch broader (and tripartite) pact on
nati onal conpetitiveness, enploynent and wel fare. The resistance
of the General Labor Federation of Belgium (FGIB) ended these
talks -- before they could even begin. The governnent then
responded by passing new | egislation that ainmed at acconplishing
t he sane objectives: changing the basis of wage indexation,
freezing real wages, reducing social security contributions,
encour agi ng enterprise-level negotiations on job flexibility,
instituting special enploynent contracts for young people and
reduci ng social security expenditures. Despite strong | abor
resi stance to these nmeasures (including a 24-hour general
strike), the bipartite concertation process in Bel gium continued
to function. Indeed, as we saw in the Spanish case, the peak
associ ations of capital and |abor having been bypassed by
political parties and parliament subsequently responded in the
foll owi ng year by w dening the scope of their negotiations and
accepting stronger conmritnents to reform

Marino Regini has recently analyzed the rather puzzling
trajectory of macro-corporatismin ltaly (Regini, 1996). Not only

does he denonstrate enpirically that its practice is far from
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dead in a country that had al ways been regarded as unusual ly
resistant to its appeal, but he argues theoretically that “the
recent attenpts at concertation between (Italian) governments (NB
t he unusual plural) and interest associations are apparently nore
successful and acquiring greater stability in the countries whose
political and organi zational features do not neet the supposed
‘preconditions’ of neo-corporatism and possibly because of such
differences.” Italy has been (and remains) a country with a
fragnmented systemof interest internediation and patterns of
i nterorgani zati onal bargaining that have been characterized as a
pat hol ogi cal m xture of pluralismand consociationalism (Pizzorno
1993). Its only prior tripartite agreement of any inportance, the
Anti-Inflation Accord of January 1983 did not give rise to stable
concertation in the subsequent decade, as did happen in Irel and
and (as we shall see) the Netherlands. However, as Regini
observes, it did give rise to a less visible, but quite
enconpassi ng, system of “m cro-concertation” at the |evel of
enterprises or industrial districts which were successful in
satisfying the needs and expectations of both enployers and
wor kers. These, in turn, led to the devel opnent of a significant
degree of trust and consensus so that when the issue of potential
macro- 1 evel agreenents enmerged in the 1990s, the systemcould
t ake advantage of the opportunity -- which it had not been
previ ously capabl e of doing.

Regini refers to three agreenents which, he cl ains,
mar ked “the nost radical reforns in the history of the Italian
wel fare state:” first, the Tripartite Agreenent reached in July
1992 (under the Amato governnment); second, the July 1993
Agreenent (signed by the G anpi governnent); and, in particular,
the May 1995 Agreenent (negotiated by the Dini governnent).

13



Regi ni ascri bes these devel opnents not, as one m ght have
expected, to the deep legitimation crisis that was simnultaneously
afflicting the Italian political class, but rather to a nore
bottom up process of extending and | egalizing agreenents that had
earlier been reached at the enterprise and | ocal |evel. Moreover,
he is very optimstic about the future of this process of nacro-
concertation and even seens to believe that it has already becone
a self-perpetuating institutional practice.® | ndependent of the
| atter eval uation, however, what is nost challenging about his
analysis is the assertion that all this has been acconpli shed
without any maj or changes in the organizational structure of
ei ther capital or |abor.™

Al'l the above cases could be discounted for one reason
or another. Some were bipartite; others were tripartite. Sone
have been conducted in exceptional circunstances; others have
been convened nore routinely. Mdst inportantly, they have been
either too recent to have produced any major effects or not yet
sufficiently “enbedded” to survive mgjor changes in governnent in
power or shifts in the business cycle. Wiatever their actual or
potential contribution to “the governance of contenporary
capitalism” they have yet to be picked up by anyone as a “nodel”
worthy of imtation.

This is definitely not true of the Netherlands. There
is hardly a West European Prine Mnister or Central Bank
Presi dent who has not recently referred with admration to the
virtues of that country’s nacro-econonic performance and,
specifically, toits “full part-tine econony.”" Jelle Visser
(1996) has denonstrated that, since the |ate 1980s, the Dutch
polity has achi eved sinultaneously several things that el sewhere

have been inpossible. It has reforned its welfare policies and
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social security systemw thout severe cuts or protests. Moreover,
unenpl oynent has been reduced froma very high of 13%in the m d-
1980s to only 6.7%in 1996 -- the | owest |evel in contenporary
Eur ope.  This has been done despite following a policy of strict
fiscal conservatismainmed at nonetary stability and budgetary

di sci pline. The Netherlands is currently one of the few countries
that satisfy the convergence criteria i nposed by European
Monetary Union. And, contrary to other countries’ experiences,
privatization of public enterprises has played virtually no role
in tenporarily augnenting Dutch public receipts.

The key to this superior performance, Visser finds in a
set of mmjor changes in the Dutch systemof industrial relations
-- both in the structures and the strategies of its conponent
organi zations. The turning point canme in 1982, considerably
before the other cases we have reviewed above. The Net herl ands
had been one of the first countries to drop out of the postwar
“high corporatist elite.” G ow ng worker nobilization had
destroyed its well-established practice of nmacro-concertation;
the donestic policy debate had conme to equate it with
institutional sclerosis (Visser 1996:2); and econom sts were
i ssuing stern warnings about the “Dutch disease,” i.e. about the
way in which windfall revenues fromthe exploitation of natura
gas discoveries had produced wage and price hi kes, steady
inflation, and a corresponding | oss of international
conpetitiveness and jobs. Visser quotes the Swedish political
econom st, Giran Therborn, who described the Dutch econony in
1986 as “nobst spectacul ar enploynent failure in the advanced
capitalist world,” and shows that it was precisely this sense of
crisis, widely shared by the population, that resulted in the

subsequent changes in structure and strategy. The trade unions,
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in particular, were vulnerable to | oss of nenbership and the
burden of soaring unenploynment. They began to recognize that
“inmproving the profitability of Dutch industry was a sine qua non
for any job strategy” (1996:12).

Only in this context can one understand the novelty and
conpr ehensi veness of what came to be known as the 1982 Agreenent
of WAssenaar -- “the mother of all accords” in Visser’'s words.
Wassenaar, he argues, was for the Netherlands “what Saltsjdbaden
(1938) had been for post-war Swedish | abor relations.” It
contained in anticipation virtually all of the nmeasures that
began appearing a decade later in the other Social Pacts we have
di scussed above. It coupled rigid budgetary neasures in a sort of
Maastricht avant la lettre to wage restraint and major reforms in
wel fare institutions. The trade unions gave up their Holy Gail
of automatic conpensation for price inflation and the enpl oyers’
associ ations withdrew their veto of a reduction in the working
week. Moreover, the Wassenaar Accord turned out not to be just a
“one-shot” exercise. It was followed by an array of no | ess than
78 subsequent reports, guidelines, joint opinions, reports of
advi ce, recommendati ons and agreenents covering the nost diverse
| abor market issues. They marked the begi nning of a continuous
process of bi- and tripartite-bargai ni ng whose nost recent
product was the New Direction Accord concluded in Decenber 1993
in which worker and enpl oyer organi zati ons “renewed their pledge
to continue a policy of wage noderation, in favor of investnent,
job creation, working-tine reduction and extra neasures for
training.” Moreover, the nore recent agreenents have inserted
provisions in favor of a nore differentiated and flexible
i npl enentation through negotiations at |ower |evels, possibly

with the invol venrent of works councils, personnel or union
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representatives. Visser calls this a policy of “centralized
decentralization.” Along with the central co-ordination between
peak associations and their sectoral affiliates, strict
nmoni toring procedures were introduced at the enterprise |evel.
Enpl oyee consultation and participation rights spread throughout
the country. After the three previous decades of governnent
i nvol venent in centralized wage setting, one m ght have
antici pated such a demand for decentralization, but thanks to the
Accords it was contained within a single concertation process.
1982 was not just a watershed in the attitudes and
strategies of Dutch peak associations. It also resulted in a
maj or change in institutional arrangenments. The role of the
Foundati on of Labor (Stichting van de Arbeid) was restored, at
the sane tinme that the tripartite Soci al - Econom ¢ Counci
(Sociaal Economische Raad) which had once been “the apex of
corporatismand elite co-operation” - dimnished. Meetings in the
|atter indeed suffered fromtoo formalized and often redundant
practices, while the StAr has a nore informal structure, is |less
crowded, and unites the central players less frequently, in
brief: it is nore flexible. All this | eads Visser to underline
“that corporatismhas again becone the dom nant figuration in
Dutch industrial relations” (ibid:27). Its trade unions are
broadly representative. Their nenbership has remained stable and
even showed recent signs of increasing. Despite organizational
pluralism they do not conpete sharply with each ot her
Enpl oyers are equally well organized -- and have becone | ess
confessionally divided. Over the whol e process, but discretely in
t he background, lurks the Dutch state with its coercive “shadow
of hierarchy” and there is always the “shadow of the future” to

rem nd the negotiators that they could both be worse off -- if
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they fail to agree. Recurrent (but informal) interaction and
nmut ual adj ust ment have di scouraged short-term opportuni sm and
contributed to the building of longer-termtrust. Visser
concl udes hi s nonograph by observing that the Dutch case proves
that “countries do have considerabl e autonony in shaping
institutions and policies, in spite of the comon chall enges and
pressures of integration and internationalization” (1996:29).
Austria with its extraordinary continuity in reaching
cl ass conprom ses between its “chanbered” peak associ ations
proves the sanme point. Franz Traxler (1996) argues forcefully
agai nst assum ng that either globalization or regional
integration will underm ne the prospects for national
concertative arrangenents, especially when -- as in the Austrian
case -- the functional content of concertation has shifted from
demand to supply issues (Angebotskorporatismus). Brigitte Unger
(1996) shows that the pressures of internationalization have
al ways be taken into account by the participants in Austria's
Sozialpartnerschaft and that there is no reason to believe that
t he Single European Market or European Monetary Integration wll
lead to its demise. It has beconme nore difficult to sustain
speci fic mechani snms, such as the Paritatische Kommission. After
its fifty years of existence, Unger finds that it has entered the
organi zational equivalent of a typical male “md-life crisis:”
the participants think that the best tines are over; they | ook
back with regret to the glorious past; they feel increasingly
i mpotent in face of external pressures; and, finally, they
attenpt to overcone this with a fuite en avant, i.e. by |eaving
the (national) famly and taking up with a (supra-national) |over
in Brussels. Behind this inmaginative nmetaphor (or, is it just a

nmet aphor ?), Unger finds considerable evidence for a major shift
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in the substance of the nore recent accords, for exanple, in the
Joint Report on the Consolidation of the National Budget of
Sept enber 1995. The previous objectives of “full-enploynent” --
or “a high level of enploynent” -- have shifted to “increases in
enpl oynent ;" and the former enphasis on “solidarity” has changed
to “efficiency” and “budget consolidation.” She concl udes by
di smssing the possibility of transposing the Austrian
arrangenments to the |l evel of an EU Social D al ogue or set of
col l ective agreenents and stresses that the future of Austria's
concerted political econony lies in Vienna, not in Brussels.®
Corporatismin Switzerland has not (yet) had to face the
tensi ons generated by EU nmenbership. Hence, it has essentially
remai ned stable -- not only with regard to its organi zati onal
structure -- but, nore peculiarly, with regard to the content of
its agreenents. As denonstrated recently by Kl aus Arm ngeon
(1996), Swi ss social partnership has always differed in inportant
aspects fromthat of Austria or Scandinavia. Its functional
equivalent to the nore formal structures of the other countries
i s the Vernehmlassungsverfahren procedure (Article 32.3 of the
Swi ss Constitution) according to which interest associations are
granted the constitutional (and, hence, virtually irrenovable)
right to be consulted before drafts of |egislation are debated
and decided in parliament. Al so, the actual negotiations under
the ternms of the Swi ss Social Peace Treaty of 1937 take place at
the sectoral |evel which allows for nore flexible accommodati on
to changi ng market conditions. Finally, Sw ss practices are
rooted in a very stable overlap between parlianmentary and
corporatist policy-making -- itself rooted in a |ong-standing
coalition between the Social Denocratic Party and the trade union

novenent. Contrary to the general trend in Europe, the party
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affiliation of union menbers in Switzerland has increased, not
decreased -- and the famous 2+2+2+1 fornula for establishing the
nati onal executive has guaranteed Social Denocratic participation
i n governnent continuously since 1947.

Unchal | enged by EU nmenbership or the Maastricht
convergence criteria (which, incidentally, Swtzerland would have
no difficulty in nmeeting) and unthreatened in the recent past by
maj or econom c crisis, the Sw ss macro-concertati on may,
neverthel ess, be facing an uncertain future. Real wages have
stagnated and there has been little econom c growth since 1992
(Arm ngeon 1996: 8). The country never attenpted to “govern” the
busi ness cycle and, therefore, “(Swi ss) corporatismcould never
profit fromthe rise of neo-Keynesian nmacro-econom c steering and
it never suffered fromits failure” (Arm ngeon 1996: 9). This
al so nmeans that Switzerland may be singularly ill-equipped with
policy instruments for dealing with its current economc
stagnation. Any conprehensive wage-tax-wel fare bargai n between
organi zed capital and | abor would require the consent by the
Federal governnent, all 26 cantonal governnents and a |arge
nunber of |ocal authorities -- not to nention, a probable
ref erendum

So, the Swiss Corporatist Sisyphus has been working at
his own, nuch nore steady and slow, pace. He is definitely “out
of synchrony” with his nore Europeani zed nei ghbors. In the 1990s,
it hardly seens |ikely that he could be hurried along in response
to the new difficulties posed by the country’s declining
i nternational conpetitiveness, or induced to take on new

substantive burdens in response to an expanded policy agenda.

* * *
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If this evidence from Wstern Europe were not enough to
convince the reader that nmacro-corporati smwas back on the
agenda, consider what has been happening in Eastern Europe! There
is virtually not a single country that has not, in the course of
trying simultaneously to transformits econony and its polity,
experinmented formally with nacro-level corporatism Admttedly,
there is an elenent of irony in these experiences: they | ook
suspiciously like efforts at copying Western practices when these
very same practices were no |onger functioning as they used to.
Wi ch does not nean that macro-corporati smm ght not be of sone
utility in the Eastern cases; just that it is highly unlikely to
produce the sane effects!

Hungary was the first. Its National Interest
Conciliation Council was set up in 1988 at the initiative of the
government -- even before the regi ne change had occurred. It was
re-established and refornmed in 1990 and seens to have played a
significant role in drafting |legislation on industrial relations
and distributing the assets of the forner trade uni on novenent,
despite the fact that it is very pluralist inits representative
structure. No | ess than seven confederations of workers and seven
confederations of enployers participate, along with a shifting
set of governnent representatives!

The Czech Council for Econom c and Soci al Agreenment was
created in Cctober of 1990, hence, after denocratization had
begun. It has a nore classic conmposition, wth nonopoly peak
associ ations for capital and | abor and designated seats for three
mnistries. Its relations with the neo-1iberal governnent of
Kl aus have been tenuous, but it has produced annual agreenents
since 1991 that seemto have had sone effect on wage and

enpl oynment issues, as well as the content of new | egi sl ation.
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Interestingly, it was renaned in 1995: the Council for D al ogue
of Social Partners in manifest tribute to its Austrian nei ghbor.
Sl ovakia “inherited” a simlar arrangenment when it becane

i ndependent in 1993.

Bulgaria i s another case-in-point. Its National
Comm ssion for the Coordination of Interests was established by
national tripartite agreenent -- and not at governnment initiative
as in the previous cases -- and qui ckly acquired a nonopolistic
and hierarchic structure of representation. After producing three
agreenents on price liberalization, incone indexation, pension
| evel s, privatization and |abor law reform it was abruptly
di ssol ved in Novenber 1991 by the incom ng neo-liberal governnent
of DDmtrov. Only to be recreated in May 1992 as the Nati onal
Council for Social Partnership and then again in January 1993 as
the National Council for Tripartite Partnership. These changes
wer e brought about by strong pressures fromthe trade union
novenent which in Bulgaria as in Czechosl ovaki a seens to have
retai ned nuch of the nonopolistic organizational structure and
hi gh density of nenbership that it had under the ancien régime
communiste.

Poland has been a bit of a deviant case -- perhaps,
preci sely because of the enornous initial presence and subsequent
fragnentation of the Solidarity Movenent. It did not even get the
senbl ance of a macro-corporatist arrangenent until 1993 and then
only for issues concerning privatization: the Tripartite
Comm ssion on Control over the Inplenentation of the Pact on
State Enterprises. This subsequently converted itself in the
Tripartite Conm ssion on Soci o- Econom c |ssues, but its
ef fectiveness has been paral yzed by conflicts between conpeting

trade uni on confederations.
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The Iist could be extended. Russia, the Ukraine,
Belarus, Romania, even Kazakhstan have experinented with
tripartismin one formor another! But |et us not be m slead by
this explosion of activity. As Petra Stykow points out in the
nonogr aph whi ch we have used extensively in putting together the
above survey of devel opnents in Eastern Europe, “the actual
political inportance of tripartite bodies paints a bleak picture
for all (Eastern European) countries” (Stykow 1996:3). They may
be nodel ed on (largely defunct) Western experiences, but they are
not performng the sane functions. Their creation has been nuch
nor e dependent upon governmental initiatives and their survival
much nore contingent upon eventual governnental defections; their
internal structure nuch | ess organizationally concentrated and
paritatisch (due in large part to the weakness of associations of
capitalists); their policy inpact nuch nore synbolic. Wich does
not mean, she shrewdly argues, that these institutions are
“superfluous” or “enpty.” They have been, in fact, quite
important -- but not for their role in managi ng the economc
transition. Just |ike the Spanish Pacto de Moncloa, their real
purpose is to enbody a “foundational” agreenent anong nenbers of
an energing national political elite. Eventually, macro-
corporati st pacting may stinulate the devel opnent of
“appropriate” class, sectoral and professional associations (they
did in Spain) and they m ght even facilitate the governance of an
enmergi ng capitalist econony, but their imediate functions have
been to reduce uncertainty anong conpeting elites and to
broadcast an image of orderly cooperation to the citizenry at
| ar ge.

THE FUTURE
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In a deservedly obscure article witten at the height
of despair with the neo-corporatist arrangenents of the post-war
peri od, the senior author of this essay rem nded his readers that
corporatismhas had a historical tendency to disappear and to
reappear (Schmtter 1989). Its nodern ideol ogical revival can be
conveniently traced to the papal encyclical, Rerum Novarum of
1891 -- although the resuscitation and extension of the Chanber
system for artisans, industry and conmerce and even for
agriculture in sonme parts of Central Europe had begun sone twenty
years earlier. The concept re-energed after World War One, this
time in a nore secular and statist guise, and found its nost
public expression in the corporazioni of Fascist Italy, followed
by imtators in Portugal, Spain, Brazil, Vichy France, etc.
Several of the smaller European denocraci es began practicing
sonet hi ng anal ogous in the post-Wrld War Two period -- although
they were carefully to avoid the previous |abel.

Al this puts its ideol ogy-cum-practice -- roughly --
on a twenty to twenty-five year cycle” -- with, of course, |ags
for particular countries and exenptions for particular sectors.®
This was a very specul ative conclusion when it was advanced in
the md-1980s. For it to have acquired the status of plausible
t heory, one would have to cone up with variable and conti ngent
conditions that "drive" actors to shift their preference fromone
solution to another -- and then back again in a period of twenty
to twenty-five years.

One obvi ous candi date could be found in Al bert O

H rschman’ s (1982) notion of “shifting involvenents.” Actors

collectively prefer one set of goods over another -- say, private
goods -- until dimnishing marginal returns and crowdi ng effects
set in and they switch to a different set of preferences -- say,
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for nore public goods. Pluralist-pressure politics would
correspond to the private “phase;” corporatist-concertation
politics to the public one -- and involvenent with each could be
expected to shift back-and-forth ad infinitum

Anot her possi bl e candi date woul d be the tw sts and
turns of the business cycle. The fact that the ups and downs of
t he macro-econony do not quite seemto correspond exactly in tine
to those of corporatist arrangenents could be dism ssed on
grounds that institutions tend to be "viscous" and, therefore, to
take nore tinme to | earn about the changing context, to reflect
t he new bal ance of forces and to overconme the resistance of their
internally vested interests. There is certainly grow ng evidence
t hat changes in econom c performance, especially in the |evel of
enpl oynent, have a differential effect on the relative power of
capital and | abor that nmakes themnore or less attracted to
engaging in a "systematic dial ogue". Wen the | abor market is
tight, capitalists see heretofore hidden virtues in corporati st
conprom ses that encourage wage restraint; inversely, when it is
| oose, trade unions find that they can use these sane
arrangenents to protect the concessions they nanaged to extract
previously. The tenptation to defect is greatest for both at the
zenith and nadir of the cycle. Presumably, what makes extrene
fluctuations in institutional response relatively infrequent is
not just the aforenentioned "viscosity", but also the devel opnent
of trust anong conflicting interest representatives. Such “soci al
partners” may choose to underexploit nonmentary advant ages
presented to them by the business cycle in return for anticipated
future concessions. Just a sinple “tit-for-tat” strategy m ght

convince themnot to press too hard in the present so that in the
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future, when the cycle has reversed itself, the other side wll
not be so anxious to reap its revenge.

What ever the basic sentinent or cal culus behind it, the
cyclical theory of corporatismis appealing -- at |east, to those
who advocate or study such arrangenents. Presunmably, once
consuners were satiated with private goods or once workers were
again fully enployed, the appeal of neo-liberal diatribes against
government pl anni ng, incones policies, production of public goods
and the regulation of sectors would decline and neo-corporati st
concertation woul d becone a nore attractive policy option at
what ever | evel (including the supra-national).

Unfortunately, neither of these el egant theoretical
specul ati ons about the nechani smunderlying corporatisms twenty
to twenty-five year cycle seem adequate to explain its present
revival. There is no evidence that consum ng individuals are fed
up with private goods and shifting their preferences to public
ones -- although there is some indication that the appeal of neo-
i beralismhas waned. Unenpl oynent has not only not di m nished;
it is dramatically persistent and even increasing in several of
the polities that have recently been experinenting wi th macro-
concertation.

Let us first reculer pour mieux sauter -- i.e. go back
to the reasons that were adduced for the dem se of neo-
corporatismin the latter half of the 1970s and 1980s and see if
we can find any hints about why it was resuscitated in the 1990s.
The argunents were, at the tinme, quite convincing. At first, the
probl em seened to be just the persistently |lower gromh rates and
sl ack | abor markets that energed in the aftermath of the two oil
shocks -- along with the consequent fiscal crisis of the state.

The surplus was sinply not there to nmake the sort of side-
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paynents that had facilitated conprom ses in the past and
organi zed internediaries were noticeably reluctant to share
responsibility for the managenent of declining resources.

G adual Iy, however, other difficulties enmerged which
suggested that nerely reversing the decline in growh and the
i ncrease in unenploynment mght not result in areturn to the
statu quo ante at the |level of macro-concertation. The
di spl acenent of enploynent fromthe traditional "hard-core" of
manufacturing to service and, in sonme cases, to public enploynent
had a serious inpact on the recruitnment of union nenbers. In
those countries that already had nore corporatist structures,
representativity did not decline quantitatively, so nuch as
change qualitatively. The "character" of deliberations and
demands at the class | evel began to shift when public enpl oyee
and service unions becane the largest units within their
respective national confederations. The | arge standardi zed groups
of skilled and sem -skilled workers, especially, those in the
nmet al | urgi cal sector that historically had played a | eading role
in collective negotiations, were hard hit by de-industrialization
and their "replacenents” -- where they joined unions at all --
were enployed in nore scattered sites with nmuch nore individuated
tasks to performunder even nore anbi guous hierarchies of
authority and remuneration. In other words, the very core
i nterest categories upon which nmacro-corporati st conpron ses had
been built were becom ng increasingly disaggregated and
di spersed. The whol e process of centralized negotiations
concer ni ng wages, benefits and working conditions canme under
severe pressures. In sone cases (e.g. Sweden), the systemonly
survived by shifting to a sectoral level. And even where it

persisted nomnally (e.g. Austria) an increasing proportion of
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t he substance of negotiation shifted to subsequent plant-|evel
agr eenent s.

Mor eover, new production technol ogi es based on m cro-
el ectronics cut across traditional job classification systens and
prof essi onal categories, and created possibilities for flexible
production in relatively small units. In one sense, these
processes increased the need for "active assent” on the part of
wor kers -- and, therefore, the need for capitalists to bargain
with themover the quality as well as the quantity of their
contribution, but in another sense this was occurring in highly
differentiated settings not easy to reduce to a standard contract
and, hence, difficult for either trade union or enployer peak
associations to capture and control. Both types of internediaries
found thensel ves increasingly shut out of the negotiation process
-- where it occurred at all.

O course, the real culprit -- everyone's favorite deus
ex machina -- was (and still is) globalization. Sharpened
i nternational conpetition (and greater international nobility of
capital) lay behind many of these devel opnents, but also played a
nore direct (and nenacing) role. The overt threat to nove to
anot her site or to discontinue production altogether put great
pressure on workers to make concessions at the |evel of the
enterprise, thereby underm ning what had previously been
negotiated at the national or sectoral level. Simlarly, the
hei ght ened conpetition between firnms nmade unified responses and
conm tments from busi ness associ ations nore difficult.
Governnments and state agencies, sensitive to these trends in the
i nternational environnment through the bal ance of paynents as wel |

as to the direct pressure fromthose involved, nmultiplied the
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subsi di es and exenptions designed to benefit specific sectors --
and sonetinmes even individual firnms.

The upshot of these trends seened quite clear to many
anal ysts in the 1980s. At best, “national corporatisni had to
shift fromthe macro- to the neso-|evel of aggregation. And even
t hen, the question renai ned whether the process would stop there
or disintegrate even further until the only "systematic
di al ogues” left would be taking place at the |evel of firnms and
the “voluntary and active assent,” so obviously necessary for
i mproving conpetitiveness in a nore globalized marketpl ace, woul d
energe fromthe interactions of individual workers and enpl oyers
-- stal ked by the shadow of future dismssals and plant cl osures.
Not a very encouragi ng prospect -- but, so it seened, a realistic
one!

We now know that it was overdrawn. “Systemc
di al ogues,” even between representatives of gesamtwirtschaftliche
interests, began re-energing in the |ate 1980s and presently seem
to be proliferating. Wiwy? What, if anything, was m s-specified in
t he above nodel ?

The sinple answer, we believe, is nothing. The basic
bundl e of causal inferences outlined above was correct, provided
two prior assunptions were true: (1) that those countries whose
organi zational structures were not nonopolistic, enconpassing,
hi erarchi cal and congruent stood little or no chance of engagi ng
successfully in concertation on major policy issues at the macro-
| evel ; and (2) that those peak associations that did fit these
requi sites would continue to deliberate and deci de upon the sane
functional issues that they had so successfully dealt with in the
1960s and 1970s. Both of these assunptions becane increasingly

guestionable by the late 1980s and early 1990s.
29



The first presuned that the ideol ogical cleavages that
had so | ong divided the trade union novenent in Western and,
especi ally, Southern Europe would renmain strong and provide
persi stent incentives for inter-organizational conpetition for
menbers and access to state agencies. In the extrene case, vide
France, they had institutionalized such a process of surenchére,
conpetitive over-bidding, that successful policy concertation was
a virtual inpossibility -- hence, the inperative of resorting to
direct governnent intervention. The exogenous, if fortuitous,
shock of the end of the Cold War dramatically underm ned that
assunption. Splits which have previously kept class fractions
from cooperating with each other -- not to nention, the general
“Eastern Menace” that had so frequently been used as an excuse to
extract agreenent fromone faction on grounds of the defense of
conmmon “Western Interests” -- no |onger nmade sense. The
organi zati ons have remained “pluralistic” in Italy and Spain, but
t heir positions have becone nuch nore convergent.

The second is a much nore conplicated and | ess cl ear-
cut issue. The thrust of earlier neo-corporatist experiences was
i ncones policy -- wage contention in exchange for near-ful
enpl oynment and si de-paynents in increased, state-provided,
wel fare. Needl ess to say, other issues nanaged to get on the
agenda. Indeed, it was this tendency to “creep” into adjacent
matters that was particularly annoying to business associ ations
and partly explains their desertion of the process in the 1980s.
But it does not seem an exaggeration to affirmthat neo-
corporati smand neo-Keynesianismwere -- if not twns -- at
| east, first cousins.

The death of the latter has been even nore frequently

procl ained than that of the former, and with greater accuracy.
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I nternational conpetitiveness in specific products and sectors
has repl aced aggregate national growh as one mmj or objective;
inflationary pressures are no |onger such a central
preoccupation; persistently high | evels of unenpl oynent and | ow
| evel s of job creation have conpletely displaced the concern with
containing the pressure for higher wages generated by ful
enpl oynent. And, nost inportantly (if a bit belatedly), there is
the | oom ng inperative of having to neet the convergence criteria
for European nonetary unification. It may not have presided over
the initial resurgence of macro-corporatismin such countries as
t he Net herlands, Belgiumand Ireland. At the tinme, they were
collectively nore focused on inproving conpetitiveness and
di m ni shi ng unenpl oynent, but once the provisions of the Treaty
of Maastricht about EMJ began to be taken seriously, making the
requi site adjustnents in budgetary and borrow ng policies quickly
noved to the top of the agenda for concertation.® National
governnents, faced with a mani fest | oss of sovereignty in an area
-- the fixing of exchange and interest rates -- which had been
essential to their macro-econom c decision-nmaki ng, were desperate
to regain sonme degree of autonony in their policy process. The
Eur opean- nati onal state, quite obviously, still possesses its
capacity to act as “the architect of a corporatist order” as
Gerhard Lehnbruch has argued in the case of Germany (Lehnbruch
1996: 741). We have found evidence in a broad range of countries
that it is still capable of drawing up and inplenenting such
pl ans.

Whet her they will be successful in the long run in this
renewed architectural project is another matter. That depends on
t he cooperation of its “Social Partners” -- sonething which

cannot be taken for granted. Organi zed | abor has been severely
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weakened by the econom ¢ and ideol ogical trends of the past two
decades, and may have little or no choice but to conply. As we
saw above, there have been several occasi ons when workers’
confederations have felt conpelled to dissent from negoti ated
agreenments -- even to nobilize their nenbers in general strikes
(Belgium Italy, Spain) -- but the inpact has been negligible.
The subsequent inplenentation of social pacts did not neet with
protracted resi stance, and one suspects that this was
antici pated. As before, the nost problematic partner is organized
busi ness -- especially, the small and nedium size enterprises
t hat have no oligarchic power in the marketplace and are nost
t hreatened by | ower |abor costs of Third World producers.

In policy areas not directly related to | abor market
i ssues, but where capital and the state felt threatened by the
energence of new social novenents, governnents and interest
associ ati ons have al so been finding new ways to nmake use of
macro-1 evel arrangenents for policy concertation. Lauber and
Hof er (1997) have catal ogued sone 133 such agreenents in the
Net herl ands, 25 to 30 in Denmark and 17 to 28 in Austria that
deal with either product or substance-related matters. These
Vol untary Agreenents (VAs) on environnental issues have primarily
been signed by busi ness associ ations and the gover nnent
m nistries. The consensus they establish serves to off-I oad
responsibility for hotly contested issues fromthe state
bureaucracy and, thereby, inhibit their further escal ation by
envi ronnment al novenents and parties. Concerted deals of this new
type seemonly available to countries with appropriately
structured systens of interest internediation. Even then, they
constitute second-best-solutions. Public officials |ose out on an

opportunity to expand their discretionary power, but gain by not
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bei ng hel d exclusively responsible for very contentious policies.
For business, they may be preferable to direct public regulation,
and environnmentalists should be willing to go along if the
alternative would nean no regulation at all (Laufer and Hofer,
1997: 24).

Setting aside this marginal and still enbryonic form of
“environnmental concertation,” it would seem to us, that the
future of this new cycle of macro-corporatismw || depend
primarily on the future evolution of the European Union/
Community. And this, not because the EUis likely to be
successful in constructing an edifice of Euro-Corporatism around
either its enbryonic Social D nension or its various sectoral
policies. Schmtter and Streeck (1991) argued sone tinme ago that
the pattern of interest politics energing around Bruxelles was
much nore pluralist than the patterns prevailing in nost of its
menber states and that this trend was likely to continue for
several reasons: size, conplexity, nmultiple |ayers of access,
differing national practices, and so forth. W see no reason to
revise this assessnent, pace those who have struggled to find
traces of concertation in specific sectors (G eenwod et. al
1992; Mazey and Richardson 1992) or those who predict a nore
prom sing future for collective negotiations on social and
enpl oynent issues at the European |evel (Falkner 1996). The EU
has neither of the two qualities which were present at the
foundi ng of national corporatisnms: (1) an autononous
redi stributive capacity; or (2) a relative equilibriumof class
forces. And, it is highly unlikely to acquire such state-Ilike
properties in the foreseeable future (Schmtter, 1996)

Where the inpact will be felt is primarily via the

“Eur opeani zation” of national interest politics, i.e. as nenber
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(and, even, non-nenber) governnents strive to nmeet their
i ncreasing EU obligations. Especially in the event that nonetary
unification is acconplished, they will have to rely nore-and-nore
on the negoti ated consent of their respective social partners in
order to obtain the “voluntary and active assent” that is so
i mportant for conpetitive success. Mst national interest
associations are unlikely to “supranationalize” thenselves and
shift their attention and all egi ance exclusively to Bruxelles.
The costs are too high and the uncertainty of depending on the
cooperation of others is too great -- especially when further
enl argenment nmeans a grow ng nunber of |ess well-known and nore
di verse others. However, these associations will beconme deeply
penetrated in their internal politics by issues defined at the
| evel of “Europe,” and they may find it increasingly expedient to
ally with previous interest conpetitors in joint attenpts to
defend distinctive national policies. The primary “growh
potential” for macro-corporatist architects in the future lies in
the feverish efforts of national governnents to adapt to the
single market directives, the product and professional standards,
the judicial verdicts and the nonetary convergence criteria that
will increasingly be regul ated by supra-national authorities. The
boundaries, territorial and functional, of interest politics have
shifted irrevocably which paradoxically inplies a greater not a
| esser reliance on previous structures of national internediation
-- provided they can be exploited to fulfill new tasks and stil
manage to reproduce the old loyalties.™
* x *

And so the Corporatist Sisyphus is headed back up the

hill, goaded as before by an architectonic national state.

Moreover, he is just about on time. ITf that previous speculation
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about a twenty to twenty-five year cycle was correct and if one
traces the last downturn to the First Oil Shock of 1973, then
corporatist practices should have bottomed out ca. 1985-8 and
will be hitting their peak sometime after 1998-9 -- more or less
at the very moment that monetary unification is (supposed) to
occur!

And what, this time, will eventually bring his burden
back to the bottom of the hill? Rising costs? Diminishing
returns? Shifting involvements? Perverse effects? Growing
illegitimacy? Or, will Sisyphus finally make it to the top and
deposit his dual responsibilities in the charmed circle of

routine policy practices and legitimate democratic norms?

35



* ENDNOTES *

! This nore appealing alternative appeared in the 1980s when
t he neo-|iberal mantra of deregulation, privatization and

i nternationalization becane so “hegenoni c” anong capitalists --
in mani fest conflict with the operative principles of neo-
corporatism It should be added that corporatist arrangenents
were potentially nore vul nerable than their pluralist rivals
because they never benefited froman el aborate, status-
conferring, ideology. Their ideological origin in Catholic

t hought and their association with authoritarian practices in the
inter-war period nmade it difficult to justify themopenly after
1945. Only in Austria under the |abel of “Social Partnership”
did they becone an integral part of public ideology -- which
explains, in part, why its practice there has been |ess

Si syphean.

2 There is an enbryonic literature dealing with corporati st
arrangenments for handling consunmer, gender, environnental and
ot her issues, but this need not concern us here.

3 Needl ess to say, the conditions needed to produce stable
private interest governnents were nuch nore demandi ng than for
ordinary corporatist arrangenents. See Streeck (1992b) and Gote
(1992, 1995) for details on the German artisan and small firm
sector -- a prinme exanple of this peculiar type of arrangenent.

4 For early work contrasting these two enabling conditions,
see Schmtter (1974) and Lehnmbruch (1974).

° Corporatismdid survive in a few exceptional instances.
Austria, of course, is everyone s extrene case and we shall
return to it bel ow. Norwegian corporatismin the 1980s exhibited
clear signs of incipient norbidity, especially in tensions

bet ween sectors and between organi zati ons representing white and
bl ue collar workers, but it managed to survive. O course, its
survival can easily be dism ssed due to the fortunate transfusion
of petrol eumrevenues into the agoni zing body-politic.
Switzerl and had al ways been a difficult country to classify in
terns of the orthodox organizational and policy-making criteria -
- and its classification had major inplications for any
subsequent econonetric estinmations of policy outcones since Sw ss
(and Norwegi an) perfornmance was so consistently high.
Nevert hel ess, throughout the 1980s w thout any interruption the
Swiss continued with their tightly coordi nated pattern of

sectoral bargaining according to the rules laid down in the
Sozialfriedensvertrag of 1936.

6 For reflections on the various ways in which corporatismwas
eval uated in the 1970s and 1980s, see O fe (1995).

Interestingly, the one cell of Ofe s that m ght have keep
corporatismalive despite its (allegedly) fatal case of
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disfunctionitis -- the one that conbines a favorable and a
normatively based evaluation of it -- has been “al nost enpty” (p.
123). To fill it, Ofe had either to go back to the 1920s (Oto
Bauer) or forward to the “real utopian” specul ations of Joshua
Cohen & Joel Rodgers, Philippe C. Schmtter and Jane Mansbri dge.
These have been conveniently gathered together in Erik Ain
Wight (ed.), 1996 -- along with the above-nenti oned essay by
Ofe.

! Most of the followi ng information has been taken from
various recent issues of the European Industrial Relations Review
(EIRR) and the International Labour Review (ILR), in particular,
froma discussion of social pacts in ILR No.30 of Septenber

1994.

8 The conmmuni st-oriented General Confederation of Portuguese
Wrrkers (CGTP) participated in the negotiations but steadfastly
refused to sign the agreenents.

o Regi ni may be having second thoughts on this score. It
recently took over six nonths to reach agreenent in the netal -
wor ki ng i ndustry (and, then, only with considerabl e governnent
intervention). The entire country is currently (February 1997)
pl agued by major strikes in response to threats of industrial re-
structuring.

10 An argunent that could be extended -- mutatis mutandis -- to
several other Mediterranean cases: Spain, Portugal and even
G eece.

n For exanple, the Governor of the Banque de France, Jean-

Cl aude Trichet, was quoted in Le Monde (23 January 1997) as
having said that “la France devrait s’inspirer du nodéle

économ que néerl andais; et notanment de sa réussite en mati ére de
création d enplois a tenps partiel.” Fromone of the |owest
levels in Europe in the 1970s, part-tinme work clinbed to 35% of
total enploynment by 1995.

12 According to Visser, this is due in part to the substanti al
increase in part-tinme work which was not -- at least, initially -
- an objective of the macro-concertation process. He cites an
official who admits “it just came our way” (p.4).

B Unger cites a national survey carried out anong the
(obligatory) menbers of both the Wirtschaftskammer and the
Arbeiterkammer in which 81. 7% of industrialists and 90. 6% of
wor kers opted for the maintenance of the chanber system

1 For exanple, an article in the Financial Tinmes (4 July 1987)
rem nded readers that Britain's National Econom c Devel opnent
Counci| (Neddy), a corporatist experinent founded in 1962, was

j ust being abolished -- twenty-five years later -- by the

That cher governnent. The author (John Elliot) warned his readers
inthe title: “Don’t Dance on Neddy’'s Grave” and prophesied that
“... the pendulumw ||l sw ng back and soneone in Downing Street
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will echo the sentinments of Edward Heath who (said) ‘W have to
find a nore sensible way of resolving our differences!

1 Agriculture, for exanple, has had a renarkabl e and

consi stent propensity for corporatist arrangenents for sone tine.
I nstead of com ng and goi ng, they have tended to accumul ate and
to multiple in level, with the European Community's Conmon
Agricultural Policy providing the capstone for the whole edifice
of policies. Simlarly, corporatist practices regulating (and
protecting) certain professions and artisanal groups have |ead a
stable, if barely visible, existence at the national level in
nost European countries and are currently in the process of being
transl ated i nto Euro-norns.

16 The issue of ideol ogical -cum-confessional splits has al ways
been a relative matter. On strictly organizational grounds, the
Swi ss trade union novenent has al ways been formally divided, but
inits practice it had long since acted as a unit under the
hegenony of the Swi ss Trade Union Confederation (SGB). Also, the
Dut ch divisions on both the worker and enpl oyer side had not
prevent ed extensive social contracting during the 1950s and
1960s. What is new, however, is the decline in the salience and
significance of ideol ogical cleavages in the Southern European
countries, with the (partial) exception of Portugal where the
Comuni st-1ed CGIP participates in but has refused to sign the
recent social pact.

Incidentally, in the Italian case, the rising inportance of
macr o- concertati on has already begun to produce sonme ninor
experinments with nergers, although so far only at the regional
(Lonbardy) and | ocal |evels and especially anpong artisan and
smal | busi ness associ ati ons.

v Actual ly, the Netherlands, Belgiumand Austria nmay have cone
to this revelation nmuch earlier since their currencies becane
tied to the Deutschmark sone tine before Maastricht -- hence, the
relatively earlier revival of macro-corporatismin the first two
cases and the new | ease on |ife given to Austrian
Sozialpartnerschaft in the |ate 1980s. The fact that Luxenmbourg
has | ong ago given up its national currency may even help to
explain why it has so persistently (if quietly) been practicing
corporati smsince the 1950s!

18 There is another area in which EU policies are having a |ess
vi si bl e but nevertheless potentially significant inpact, nanely,
on neso-corporatist practices at the sub-national |eve

(Schmtter and Lanzal aco 1989). The refornmed node of

adm ni stering the Regional and Structural Funds brings Conm ssion
officials into direct contact with regional and nunicipal actors
in so-called “partnership” arrangenents. Mst of these are
conposed in a tripartite manner and frequently bring about policy
concertation which did not exist previously. Whether these
partnerships are nmerely opportunistic ploys to pry nore funds out
of the EU, or whether they will becone a nore stable feature of
sub-national politics and “spill-over” into other policy domains
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remains to be seen (see Grote, 1996, on the case of Italy and,
1997a and 1997b, for conparative structuralist eval uations).
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