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A comment on Chris Howell’s ‘Trade Unions and the State: The Construction of Industrial Relations Institutions in Britain 1890-2000
When Tony Blair insisted that, in the wake of New Labour’s industrial relations reforms, ‘Britain [would] still have ‘the most lightly regulated labour market of any leading economy in the world’,
 he provided two clues to the central theses of Chris Howell’s quite remarkable book. He made it clear that it was political and not industrial power that ultimately determined the institutional architecture of systems of industrial relations: that even a system without extensive direct government involvement in its daily detail was still the creation of state actors, and not simply the product of settlements made between workers and employers acting alone. And he made it clear too that New Labour, for all its modernizing zeal, would not repeat after 1997 the rupture in industrial relations that Margaret Thatcher had initiated almost two decades earlier: that this time an incoming Labour Government would restrict itself to, at most, a once-and-for-all tweaking of the body of labour law that it inherited. 
The implication of this second dimension of the Blair assurance was quite extraordinary for a party of the Left, given the enormity of the Thatcherite assault on trade union power in the 1980s. The implication was, of course, that industrial relations was one of the few areas of UK economic and social life on which New Labour was in full agreement with the Conservatives even as it came to power. Indeed Blair said as much in his preface to the 1997 Labour Party election manifesto. ‘Some things,’ he wrote there, ‘the Conservatives got right and we will not change them…There will be no return to flying pickets, secondary action, strikes with no ballots or the trade union law of the 1970s’:
 and there was not. Since it is also part of the Howell thesis that industrial relations systems gather stability to the degree that they draw to themselves broad and consensual political support, it would appear from Blair’s comments that the industrial relations system now in place in the UK, though not of his making, will nonetheless last. 
And if it does, that will be a great pity, not to say also a tragedy for the Left of epic proportions: because the distribution of rights and responsibilities, and the allocation of power and authority, now in place between UK-based workers and their employers is of a kind that appeals to neo-liberals but should hold no appeal at all to social democrats. After nearly a decade of New Labour in power, the mass and generality of UK-based workers still labour under conditions, and for rewards, that are significantly poorer than those enjoyed by workers in successful economies elsewhere in western Europe; and they do so under labour codes that leave them collectively less well protected than were their UK predecessors a generation ago. New Labour economic ministers regularly sing the praises of their employment and job creation record – that is, after all, one part of their economic performance that contrasts favorably with the record of Labour Governments in the 1970s – but what they do not emphasize with the same regularity is their part in the perpetuation of an industrial relations system that is significantly less favourable to workers than that presided over by Wilson and by Callaghan. New Labour ministers regale us with job figures, but they are less forthcoming on the other dimensions of the industrial relations system of New Labour Britain: its widened pay disparities, its more intense and extended working conditions, and its greater degrees of job insecurity, work stress and employment-related illness. They tell us that New Labour is working, but in truth the only thing that is working – and working ever harder – is the electorate that put New Labour into office in the first place.
Chris Howell’s study of the UK’s changing systems of industrial relations through the twentieth century makes this pattern of advocacy and silence all the easier to comprehend, because he insists on situating our contemporary circumstance in a longer time frame fractured by the rise and fall of coherent systems of job regulation. I have long been struck by the immense strengths of the Howell approach to industrial relations, and those strengths are all in play here. Chris Howell’s work invariably adds a theoretical dimension to a sub-discipline that historically has been seriously short of theoretical insights; and that is doubly valuable since the theoretical frameworks on which he draws, and with which he dialogues – both regulation theory and the new institutionalism – have much to contribute to our understanding of how systems of job regulation cohere and persist over time. By adding that theoretical dimension, Chris Howell’s work does more than simply enrich the study of UK industrial relations. It also makes the character of those relations available to a range of academic debates that are anchored far from the study of industrial relations itself. Chris Howell’s is an important voice, for example, in the current re-evaluation of the adequacy of the new institutionalist approach currently dominant within comparative political economy. Much of the Varieties of Capitalism literature mis-specifies the balance between continuity and discontinuity, because it fails to build into the heart of its analysis the capacity of political forces and class drivers to reset institutional arrangements at key points of social rupture. Regulation theory is particularly sensitive to the fragility of such institutional settlements, and Chris Howell’s work has been, and remains, an important source of that sensitivity.

Moreover, both here and in a set of related research articles,
 Chris Howell has probed the degree to which there is space for a ‘third way for industrial relations’ in the UK; and in this volume in particular the emphasis is placed squarely on the continuities which that ‘third way’ shares with its Thatcherite predecessor. And there are significant continuities: a legal framework unsympathetic to effective trade union tactics, a parallel lack of enthusiasm for EU-based labour legislation, a preference for the consolidation of individual rather than collective rights in the workplace, and an underlying commitment to hierarchical systems of industrial decision-making in which managers must be free to manage. There is novelty here, of course: the largely symbolic acceptance of the European social chapter, and the slightly more substantive implementation of a national minimum wage. But the whole thrust of the three main pieces of industrial relations legislation brought forward since 1997 does indeed reinforce the validity of Howell’s central thesis: that ‘in terms of industrial relations,’ at least, ‘this current Labour Government is best understood as a consolidation, rather than a radical departure, from Thatcherism’.
 

This emphasis on continuity across the party divide is central to the Howell argument that industrial relations systems are state creations that last so long as state support survives changes in state actors. It is a useful corrective to forms of analysis that underplay state authorship; but it too comes with its own slight cost. For what falls out of view in such an approach is the remarkable degree of discontinuity within the key political actor itself: in this case the Labour Party. The other key ingredient in the recent story of industrial relations systems in the UK is the Labour Party’s failure to formulate a coherent alternative to Thatcherite neo-liberalism, and its associated dismal retreat from the advocacy of strong collective institutions of labour power. New Labour’s ‘turn to the right’ has done more than consolidate the Thatcherite settlement, though it has certainly done that. It has also reinforced the destruction of a class force that, prior to the Thatcherite assault, helped to sustain a different social structure of accumulation around UK-based industry. That social structure of accumulation fell victim, of course, to more than Thatcherite labour law. If it were still in place today, it, like European welfare capitalism in general, would be under challenge from the new international division of labour, and reset balance of global class forces, that go under the general title of globalization. But if regulation theory teaches us anything, it is that the new social structures of accumulation that eventually emerge from the old do so in line with the balance of class forces that they are required to harness: which is why New Labour’s current antipathy to strong trade unionism is so reprehensible from a left-wing point of view. New Labour currently holds state power, but it will not use that power to strengthen trade unionism, except in the most vestigial way. It seems to place its faith instead in a revitalized entrepreneurial class of the Richard Branson variety, and it certainly will not reconstitute the legal framework for strong trade unionism, no matter how often and how politely the TUC request that it do so. In consequence, New Labour in power is actively undermining the capacity of European welfare capitalism to defend itself in the current ‘race to the bottom’ released by global neo-liberalism; and that must be to its immense and long-term shame. 
To a degree not even evident in Old Labour, New Labour shares with its Conservative predecessor what Paul Smith and Gary Morton have properly described as a ‘commitment to a particular form of employer domination of the employment relationship’. Labour ministers talk a language of ‘partnership’ that implies power-sharing in industrial decision-making; but the talk is just that – a rhetorical flourish that attempts, but fails, to mask ‘a minimalist regulation of the employment relationship and hostility to the politics and practice of trade unionism conceived as the mobilization of workers’ collective power’.
 New Labour has entirely turned its back on any strategy for enhanced industrial competitiveness in the UK that obliges companies to modernize their production processes under the pressure of a strong floor of worker rights – individual and collective ones – of the kind that elsewhere Wolfgang Streeck has described as ‘beneficial constraints’ on the accumulation of capital.
 This is not a Labour Government that is prepared to use the strength of the labour movement to lift the UK economy on to a high investment-high wage growth strategy; and because it is not – and in spite of all its genuine desire to end poverty, raise skills and maximize employment – it remains one that in practice is still pursuing the alternative Thatcherite growth strategy: that of competitiveness based on high wage differentials and low wages, long hours and the intensification of the labour process.
The data indicating this is everywhere, and it is overwhelming.
 Wages in the UK remain low by EU standards while the scale of income inequality remains high. The UK is an EU laggard on the first and the EU leader on the second. Executive salaries in the UK rose on average 28% in the year 2000 alone, six times faster than the rate of wages in general: and that year was in no way unusual. On the Government’s own figures, the super-rich (the top 1% of the holders of assets) doubled the value of their holdings between 1996 and 2002, while the proportion of households in official poverty (earning less than three-fifths of national average earnings) actually rose a percentage point over the same period!
 The TUC estimate that the average UK worker is currently doing over six hours of unpaid overtime each week; and that as many as 3.9 million people in the UK – some 16% of the labour force – work more than the 48 hours set by the European Working Time Directive as the maximum working week.
 This is a setting which the New Labour Government, in true Thatcherite fashion, continued to opt out of as late as June 2005 – even though the evidence is overwhelming that with long hours come stress, illness and depression. Nor is that stress a feature of the work situation of private-sector workers alone. New Labour’s ‘public service agreements’ – its new regime of targets, productivity increases, and work intensification initiatives – have brought stress into the public sector as well. One in three teachers in England and Wales, for example, took sick-leave in 2003 as a result of job-related stress
; stress levels that they apparently shared with many of their pupils (or certainly with the little ones). New Labour prides itself, after all, on its sensitivity to the cross-pressures that parents experience when combining child care and full-time work: sensitivity to what Labour ministers like to term the ‘work-life balance’. Yet the Government’s solution to those cross-pressures  – a national childcare strategy of nursery places supplemented now with ‘wraparound schooling’ – may be doing no more than shifting the stress around. Certainly as this note is being drafted, the latest study of toddlers in nursery schools in the UK is recording the existence of ‘chronic mild stress’ in the vast majority of the children surveyed, even after five months of their acclimatization to a regime of full-time day care.

There should be no pride in progressive circles in the continuation of an industrial relations system designed by neo-liberals and imposed by Thatcherism in its prime. If Chris Howell is right, and I’m sure that he is – if state actors are central to the design of such systems, and if political consensus is central to their longevity – then the task for the Left is clear. It is to break the consensus underpinning this ‘third way’ system of industrial relations by the formulation and pursuit of a coherent ‘fourth way’ system of its own. That fourth way will come from neither Blair nor Brown. It will need to come from a new generation of organic intellectuals within, and in alliance with, the trade union movement. Let us hope that such an alliance is both forthcoming and fruitful, so that when Chris Howell comes to issue the second edition of this fine work, the embryo of that fourth alternative will be significantly more evident than is currently the case.
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