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Introduction: two heuristic models

During the last twenty years ‘new social history’ and ‘new working class history’ have
considerably widened our knowledge about social micro and macro processes including
social movements. A culmination was reached with the publication Working-Class
Formation, edited by Ira Katznelson and Aristide R. Zolberg.  In his methodologically1

important introduction, Katznelson emphasizes the significance of proletarianization and
of class for understanding ties between economies, social and political structures.2

Katznelson acknowledges his debt to the classical Marxist ‘Klasse an sich – Klasse für sich’
model but sets forward to improve on this in essence base-superstructure metaphor: ‘With
the specification of different levels it becomes possible to construct the various cases of
class formation in their own terms and to explore the competing capacities of various
macrohypotheses about linkages between the levels’.3

Katznelson distinguishes between four levels that together constitute class in capitalist
societies: the first level is the structure of capitalist economic structures and development;
the second level is ‘determined in part by the structure of capitalist development’ and refers
to ‘the social organization of society lived by actual people in real social formations’; at
the third level ‘classes are formed groups, sharing dispositions’ that are formed by the
manner in which people interact with each other; in other words dispositions constitute
social meaning and cultural configurations within which people act. However, there is no
direct connection between individuals disposition to behave and collective action that
constitute the fourth level. Collective action refers to ‘classes that are organized and that
act through movements and organizations to affect society and the position of the class with-
in it’. No doubt, this heuristic framework represents a step forward compared to many
versions of the basis-superstructure model. The specification of the four levels of class
reflects a multifaceted causal hierarchy without strong deterministic relations, on the other
hand, it does not unfold a tight analytical model that guides the movement from one level
to the next. What we get is a rich sophisticated checklist that loosely specifies the necessary
analytical conditions for moving from economic structure, way of life to disposition, and
collective action; or stated differently, Katznelson’s model softens the traditional ‘Klasse
an sich – Klasse für sich’ relationship by introducing social and cultural variables between
necessary economic conditions and political strategies such as movements, interest
organizations, political parties, and state structures.

In trying to construct a synthesis on the formation of working-classes in Europe I will
build on this insight. But because I find the model to be too complicated for comparative
macrohistorical analysis, and since the model does not allow for the reverse relationship
that goes from superstructure to basis, I intend to define class formation pleading four
concepts: interests, social organization, interaction, arena. The interest argument locates
the vital sources of a group in the economic structure, and applied to dependent populations
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in a capitalist economy this means the allocation of resources (skill, information, social
network) in the labour market.  But to perceive and to act on those interests the individual4

must be part of a social network, small or large, informal or formal. However, social
organizations, whether migration networks or trade unions, do not act in isolation they are
constantly being confronted with other groups, organizations and larger structures. Thus
it appears that the interests and the issues the parties stand up for cannot be derived directly
from the organization of production but have been constructed as a result of the interaction
between competing organizations. Important for the argument is, too, that moving from the
conceptual and partly timeless level of analysis to medium- and short run theories, we find
that the timing and location of collective action and social movements are more closely
related to political opportunities than to underlying social and economic structures.  Interest5

articulation and organizational interplay, however, require an arena and very often an
authority that frames and defines the more fundamental rules of the game. Therefore
modern capitalism and the rise of the working class cannot be understood without including
the consolidation of the modern national state.

Having inserted a more dialectic relationship between basis and superstructure I will go
on to outline a historic device that accentuates fundamental changes in the structure of
solidarity. It is based on two master variables: proletarianization and dimensions of conflict.
The ‘process of proletarianization’ indicates the creation of a class of people who do not
control the means of production, and who survive by selling their labour. Thus, proletaria-
nization refers to (a) the separation of workers from control of the means of production
(expropriation), and (b) increasing dependence of workers on the sale of their labour power
(wagework).  Proletarianization points indirectly to an array of changes beginning in the6

agrarian system of production and agrarian ownership of property, capital flow, and new
social and demographic structures, along with a characteristic concentration of capital,
which includes industrial production as well as its spatial distribution. The historical version
of this process addresses a proletarianization that crystallized between the 16th century and
the middle of the 19th century in European rural areas, and that, during the19th to 20th
centuries, would be concentrated in the cities.

The ‘dimensions of conflict’ is closely related to (a) forms and shapes of collective action,
(b) types of solidarity and organization, and (c) political state-structures. In broad outline,
we can observe a movement going from small local disturbances to large scale national
conflicts. Scholars have distinguished between pre-industrial and industrial crowds, between
primitive archaic and modern protest, or between parochial/bifurcate and natio-
nal/autonomous forms of contention.  They all reflect fundamental changes in the European7

economic, social and political structure from community based actions in the 17th and 18th
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centuries to nationwide mass conflicts in the 19th and 20th centuries. During the last two
hundred years, collective action has become larger in scale as their organizational basis has
changed. 18th century communal and corporate bonds were geographical and social limited
compared to 19th century national social movements, political parties and interest groups
whose mobilization capacities were much more extensive, and often levelled at the national
state that had gained in power. Having sketched the two master processes and related
sociopolitical formations, one can set up the following diagram.
Figure 1. Connections between social structure and dimensions of conflict

It says that when the rate of proletarianization increases and when conflicts approach a
national scale we are approximating a society based on class division, and vice versa. The
diagram also states that proletarianization and lines of conflict can move in different and
even in opposite directions. A condition with a completed proletarianization but without
national conflicts can be found in authoritarian societies such as fascist or communist
regimes where people in general are controlled and deprived of the possibilities of building
autonomous organizations at the national level. A situation with a society dominated by
national power struggles based on a non-proletarian population is hard to find in a modern
capitalist society. On the other hand it was quite common with dynastic revolutionary
situations and kingdomwide civil wars against monarchies based on noble and aristocratic
leadership and involving the entire society.  In chiefly agrarian societies the mobilization8

of common people, apart from brute force, is taken place through patron-client ties that
function as a mutual social security system between landlords and subjects.  When a class9
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society is defined in terms of proletarianization, degree of solidarity and state structure, it
follows that class formation refers to the processes by which a group sharing relations of
production increases its capacity for collective action that has a visible affect on other
classes within an integrated society. In this model cultural phenomena as symbols, identities
and views of reality are not treated as an autonomous or intervening variable but are
organizational and institutional grounded.  10

The following discussion of class formation and forms of integration will emphasize the
degree to which the lower classes were being incorporated into the expanding capitalist
economy, and how they responded by constructing (or failed to construct) mutual bonds
in the market and in the national political arena. I mainly intend to focus on the area inside
the arrows that is how changing social structures and dimensions of conflict and solidarity
merged to form a class society and as such a working class, too.

Origin of a european proletariat

A society based on class presupposes a break with previous economic and social structures.
The most thorough change in the conditions of life of the European population can be
summarized under the notion proletarianization. In a bold attempt to calculate the long run
growth of the European population with special reference to the difference between
proletarians and nonproletarians, Charles Tilly has arranged the following table.

Table 1. Demographic change and proletarianization of the European population
Population in millions 1500 1800 1900

Total population 56 150 285

Nonproletarians 39  50  85

Proletarians in cities   1  10  75

Rural proletarians 16  90 125

Source, Charles Tilly: ‘Demographic Origin of the European Proletariat’, in David Levine, ed., Proletaria-
nization and Family History (New York 1984), p. 36.      

What needs to be explained here is first of all the many-fold increase in the number of rural
proletarians compared to proletarians in cities, and next to nonproletarians. In principal,
a given population can increase its size by means of (a) net migration, (b) social mobility,
(c) natural increase. To begin with, it can be stated that the outward movement of thousands
of people most of them proletarians, from Europe first to Africa and Asia, then to the
Americas, and later to Oceania far exceeded the number of immigrant from c. 1500 until
1945, thereafter (Western) Europe became net receivers of migrants.  In other words,11

migration patterns cannot contribute to the number of proletarians or nonproletarians.
Unfortunately it is much more difficult to estimate the effect of social mobility into and out
of the proletariat.
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We can point to numerous examples of artisans, peasants and other independent producers
or their children who moved into the proletariat, and earned their living as landless farm
labourers. Smallholder (subsistence farming) and artisans subjected to sever competition
from cheaper production processes were at risk of moving into the proletariat.  Sale of12

labour power and exploitation of resources not utilized by the farmers or other rural
entrepreneurs became the last possibility for the landless, the smaller crofters and the poor
artisans to make a living. During the 18th century the process of downward social mobility
may have been intensified due to ‘the great demographic upsurge’ and second, because
agriculture and industrial capitalists were expanding their control over land and other means
of production.

Social mobility did contribute to the proletarianization of the European population but,
according to Tilly, natural increase have played the major role in the growth of the
European proletariat since 1500, and especially since 1800.  In short it is argued that it was13

not so much the decline of mortality that caused the number of proletarians to rise but the
spread of rural manufactures that encouraged early marriage and higher fertility of the
proletariat. Many agrarian regions in Europe were populated with households and cottage
industry bustled with the making of yarn, cloth, stockings, raw silk, linen, leather goods,
nails, tinplates, and wood implements, indeed common items in the shops and households
in Europe. So, in the 18th century, the growth of industrial output was primarily caused by
the expansion of small scale, labour-intensive manufacture in a capitalist environment, a
mode of production named protoindustrialization.  This notion offered a new perspective14

on the links between economic, social, and demographic change:  new economic oppor-15

tunities allowed wageworkers to marry earlier and to bring more children into the world,
where nonproletarians tend to adjust their family size to the limited availability of land and
capital. In the long run, this difference in fertility patterns gave rise to a growing proletariat
on behalf of nonproletarians. But no matter if one sticks to social mobility or natural
increase as the best predictor, it is beyond doubt that the origin of the proletariat must be
traced back to the European countryside in the 18th century, for in the late 19th century,
to be concentrated in urban areas.

The 16th and 17th centuries were not dominated by a proletarian social structure just as
proletarians only occupied a minority in collective action. Large scale uprisings and more
seldom revolutions occurred from time to time. International warfare and fiscal crises
strongly contributed to the breakdown of central royal authority followed by political,
economic, social or religious cleavages. Those rebellions were often unleashed by the
nobility and even by the magistrates or local gentlemen, whereas the chock troops consisted
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of peasants, craftsmen, artisans and townsmen. Seen from the ordinary people these regional
and national power struggles were exceptions. Far more frequent do we come across
intervillage battles, rivalry between assemblies of corporate groups such as gilds and
religious congregations. Fights between students, youngsters, soldiers and sailors. Market
days and public celebrations provided public occasions out of which communal groups and
associations engaged in violent confrontation over local territories, rights, and ideals.16

Resistance to tax collectors, anticonscription disturbances, and marauding soldiers usually
happened in times of war, whereas food riots, attacks on machines, and forcible occupations
of fields and forests by smallholder and the landless spread as a reaction to the penetration
of commercial and capitalist practices into the countryside and the increasing demands of
the national state, during the 18th century.

The transition to class society

The notion ‘agrarian revolution’ reflects a general process of commercialization, new
marketing systems, elimination of fallow land, introduction and extension of new crops and
farm implements.  It not only meant increase of productivity but had likewise a profound17

impact on the social structure and the living of a notable part of the agrarian population in
Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries. Agrarian improvement often went hand in hand
with concentration and consolidation of capitalist farms, and the accumulation of cultivated
land in the hands of landlords. In some regions a growing number of smallholder were
charged with increasing seigniorial dues and taxes, whereas in others they were given the
choice of becoming rural labourers or abandoning agriculture.18

Faced with exploitation and poverty rural labourers and to a lesser extent marginal
smallholders took to the road to seek work.  Temporary and seasonal labour migration19

proliferated throughout rural Europe as changes in agricultural production and concentration
of landownership increased the need for short-lived periods of work such as hay harvesters,
vine trimmers, flower cutters, sugar beets workers, and potato diggers. At the same time
the hireing of agricultural servants by the year became less needful for the farmers by which
young people lost housing and sustenance. Employment opportunities in rural areas were
also reduced as handicraft production and cottage industry were exposed to severe
competition from the growing industrial activity in cities.  So in the long run, the20

agricultural revolution and deindustrialization created a population surplus in the European
countryside that had to find jobs in the expanding urban labour markets or in rural industry,
if they did not choose to migrate to the Americas.21
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It was mainly proletarians (rural industrial workers, agricultural wageworkers, tenants
and sharecroppers) who entered an urban world that was becoming more and more prole-
tarianized. Between c. 1800 and 1910 the urban population of Europe grew about sixfold,
and by 1900 most industrial nations were at least 50% urbanized, and even the predominant-
ly agrarian nations showed a strong tendency to urbanization. England led the way followed
by the Low Countries, the northern part of Germany, the northeastern half of France, and
Northern Italy. In general we may say that urban development was closely related to that
of economic development.  19th century cities and towns differed in size and function and22

the local economy shaped the class structure. Case studies tell us that commercial and
service towns had a fairly large middle class consisting of professionals, merchants, renters,
shopkeepers, small employers, but especially a large proportion of artisans. The industrial
town, on the other hand was first of all populated by wage labourers i.e. unskilled,
semiskilled and to a lesser extent craft workers. Towards the turn of the century, white
collar salaries also began to take up space due to an increasing number of service jobs and
administrative tasks.23

During the 19th century many rural people entered urban employment, and thereby
contributed to the proletarianization of towns and cities. This process went fastest in regions
dominated by heavy industry. It is also likely that dependent workers had relatively high
fertility compared to artisans and the middle classes,  and though industrialization opened24

up new opportunities and also permitted upward mobility for some workers,  many artisans25

and journeymen moved into wage labour or became subcontractors concurrently with
capitalist practices that slowly eroded the corporative mode of production.

Workers and labour markets
Nineteenth century proletarians were engaged in extensive social and spatial networks with
the purpose of utilizing the economic opportunities in search of social security. A research
strategy to sort out this multiplicity is to split up the labour force in labour markets. At the
cost of oversimplification the figure below is an attempt to classify labour markets
according to capital formation i.e. scale of producing units and population density: different
combinations produce different labour processes, social hierarchies, systems of control,
employment statuses, recruitment and supply networks, and conditions of living.
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Figure 2. A historical typology of labour markets

Labour markets are not isolated entities, people were constantly moving from one sub-
market to the other, but in the long run workers left the protoindustrial and rural labour
market to seek jobs in urban districts or in the industrial-rural labour market. The urban
labour market can be divided into several more or less well-defined segments, here I mainly
try to distinguish between a domestic, a casual unskilled labour market and an artisanal
skilled labour market. Simultaneous with the decline of rural cottage industry home work
retained greater vitality with quickly developing markets in larger cities (especially in
France) of the late 19th century.  Woodwork, toymaking, shoemaking, leatherwork, and26

clothing occupied a good many women and some children. The domestic workers were
dependent on a putting-out merchant but worked by themselves without direct control of
an employer. Often they worked at home or at little shops, and for a very small reward.
Usually the family served as the unit of production and owned the tools. This mode of
production was adapted to a diversified urban economy, it gave the household freedom and
flexibility to keep all members occupied. We have to do with a shrinking labour market,
especially in England and Germany after the turn of the century, but the domestic labour
market never fully disappeared. It survived in branches where new technology as the sewing
machine made home work profitable. 

Studies of rural-urban migration have shown that in-migrants had to compete for the better
jobs with the urban settled, and they were often send into the heterogeneous, unstable and
sweated casual labour market, where the males found jobs in building trades, in transport,
or as day labourers, whereas the females were crowded into domestic service, petty
commerce, garment making or textiles.  The unskilled labour market consisted of many27

under-employed workers and parttime jobs and personal contact was very importance in
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obtaining work.  Both males and females were in constant look-out for information about28

employment opportunities elsewhere. They drifted constantly from city to city or back and
forth from the countryside as need and opportunity arose. Although recent migrants from
the surrounding rural areas dominated among the urban poor, unskilled, day labourers, and
domestic servants, this was much less true among the journeymen. Although some rural
artisans, farmers, and cottagers settled down as independent small artisans or as craftsmen,
most journeymen came from urban backgrounds and a strong minority were sons of masters
themselves.29

The work environment of journeymen was institutionalized and regulated. Corporate
privileges and, when they were removed, traditions, skill, and organizations provided the
journeymen with the ability to control and regulate the local labour market, sometimes in
opposition to the master artisan.  Contrary to unskilled trades in which the central work30

processes were familiar to a large number of persons outside the trade, the possession of
skill enabled groups of workers to restrict entry into trades and thereby practising selective
recruitment. Limiting the pool of recruits to family members, kinsfolk or compatriots
allowed workers to exercise power over the labour process, wages, technology, and the
transmission of skill. To differentiate these trades from others, the notion of ‘labour
aristocracy’ has been used by historians,  whereas sociologists have preferred to distinguish31

between open and exclusive trades.32

In the scientific literature, the formation of the modern working class has been connected
with the rise of factories in and around cities. This fact, however, ignores the huge number
of workers occupied in industries located in rural areas – the socalled industrial-rural labour
market and clearly separated from the rural and the protoindustrial labour market. The size
of the industrial-rural labour market varied from region to region and from country to
country. Both Sweden, Norway, and Finland had an extensive industry situated in rural
districts.  In Sweden the absolute number of workers employed in rural areas rose from33

17.309 in 1870 to 223.000 in 1930, corresponding to 38% and 49% respectively, of the total
industrial labour force. Many were employed in the expanding mining, wood, and lumber
industries, which produced chiefly for the  export market, and therefore were located near
the large waterways and the coast. In the mill towns (paper and glass industries, sawmill
industry, and mining), the large factories had attached to themselves old traditions in the
rural village. Their somewhat isolated situation and hierarchical composition changed as
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new technology was introduced and the workforce expanded.
Moving from the industrial periphery to the core, in this case Germany, we come acrose

a slightly different but likewise significant industrial-rural labour market.

Table 2. Localization of people employed in industry and handicraft in Germany,
1882 and 1907
Industry and Number engaged in In the countryside Towns between Cities
handicraft active employment <2000 2000-100.000 >100.000

1882 16.058.080 40,1% 50,1% 9,8%

1907 26.386.537 26,4% 50,5% 23,1%

Source: Gerhard A. Ritter und Klaus Tenfelde, Arbeiter im Deutschen Keiserreich 1871 bis 1914 (Bonn 1992)
p. 437. 

Behind these figures we find many small independent masters, but it cannot obliterate the
impression of a considerable industrial-rural labour market in defiance of a growing indus-
trial-urban sector:

‘Im Jahre 1907 (lebten) auf dem Lande noch fast eine Million Menschen mehr von Industrie und Handwerk
als in dem grossstädten. Selbst wenn man den Anteil von Kleinbetrieben und Selbständigen auf dem Lande,
wie das näheliegt, sehr hoch einschätzt, wird doch erkennbar, dass ein sehr erheblicher Teil der
Handwerksgesellen und sehr viele Industriearbeiter noch in den letzten Jahren vor 1914 stark in ländlichen
Verhältnissen verwurzelt waren’.34

Rural industry was not reduced to mining, forestry, quarrying and turf production but
included metals and engineering, textiles, paper, woodwork, food, clothing and construction
as well. The organization of production in rural industry embraced both small scale
handicraft shops and cottage industry ran by a single masterartisan assisted by a few appren-
tices, journeymen or family members, and large building sites, minefields and factory
production. The construction of canals, roadways, and especially railroads attracted
thousand of inland and foreign seasonal and migrant workers in Central and Western
European countries in the second half of the 19th century. It was landless workers from the
countryside and daylabourers from towns and cities including needy craftsmen who
populated the sites. They worked as pieceworkers in decentralized gangs. Work discipline
was insured by fellow workers and ‘das liebe Geld’.  The division of labour and the35

ranking of workers in the fast growing mining sector was much more pronounced. Miners
were increasingly recruited from rural areas and many worked for a few weeks or months,
before they left for another job. The more stable workers could look back on a rich tradition
of collective organization, which provided benefits and social security.  And in spite of36

the tremendous expansion of coal and iron production and of increasing liberalism and
extended hierarchial control systems towards the turn of the century, the miners were able
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to control recruitment networks, jobtraining and advancement within a system of production
based on small face-to-face work groups. The process of ranking and sorting individuals
had been further intensified in the iron- and steelworks that were built close to the coal-
fields.  Rapid growth of the ironindustries and heavy investments in new technology,37

especially after 1880, contributed to the concentration of capital, elaborated internal labour
markets, and long hierarchies.

Another rural industry with protoindustrial traditions was the sawmill industry. Examples
from Sweden and Norway show a principal difference between enterprises with a long local
tradition and more recent ones that came into existence and expanded strongly after 1850.
The former were able to draw on a core of ‘natives’ who were born and grew up in the area
and who, at the outset, were familiar with the factory. Typically, one member of the family
had worked at the mill, and often the son followed the father. The fast-growing sawmill
industry used internal recruitment, too, but in addition had to supplement local labour with
seasonal workers and with immigrants. The seasonal workers came from poor and
overpopulated districts and from villages with little adjoining land. However, after 1900,
the decline of the wood industry and the increase of alternative employment opportunities
elsewhere strongly reduced the significance of labour migration.  38

Many industries gave rise to larger rural communities, mill villages, and later regular
urban settlements but, from the second half of the 19th century on, industrialization
intervened decisively in the process of urbanization, transformed the cities’ trade and
occupational structures as well as their social and demographic patterns. Historical accounts
makes it likely that industry’s demand for labour (the industrial-urban labour market) was
met by: (1) proletarianized artisans and journeymen, (2) the many casual labourers and
servants in the city, (3) people previously occupied in agriculture, (4) workers from rural
industry, and (5) second-generation industrial workers.  So by and large we can dismiss39

a persisted myth saying that the urban worker population was formed by agricultural
recruitment and such constituted ‘an uprooted mass’ exposed to ‘loss of status’. Generally
work in urban factories was attractive and in demand; jobs were more regular and,
compared to the casual labour market, salaries were higher. But of course contrasts were
marked.

On the one side were the industrial craftsmen – ironsmiths, iron fitters, founders, and
welltrained mechanics – occupied in the mechanical workshop industry.  These workers40

were of high expertise and were among the best paid. By virtue of their skill and their
central position in the production process they could not easily be dismissed, and were in
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possession of a high degree of autonomy. Hierarchies remained relatively short and the role
of supervisors were to coordinate the work of craft specialists. On the other side we find
textile and garment industry, tobacco industry and paper making. Categories with large
numbers of unskilled labourers, female workers and for some child labour, too. They all
belonged to the bottom of the wage scale and were under close supervision, according to
an organized time schedule. Between these two extremes there are many industries (ex.
glass, chemicals, food, paper, machine construction, automobile industry) with a mixture
of high skilled workers, female unskilled and especially a large semiskilled labour force.
These workers were trained on the job, manned general machine tools and performed simple
operations after extensive instruction from the foreman. They worked in a continuous
hierarchy of skill levels, were controlled by higher ranking workers and overseers, and close
time-discipline. 

Labour markets and wage-work in transition 
The path towards a proletarian labour force, as it has been argued above, breaks decisively
with the assumption that the industrial-urban revolution in the form of new technology and
a factory system should have been the prime mover. It also takes exception to the pro-
toindustrial argument according to which rural proletarians were to be concentrated in urban
areas during the later part of the 19th century, concurrently with deindustrialization of the
countryside and accumulation of capital in the cities, i.e. the urbanization of industry.
Instead the evidence point at the spread of major industrial centers in the countryside, both
in the core of industrial Europe but especially in the periphery. Thus it portrays an industrial
working population, around the turn of the century, that was heavily located in rural areas
was occupied as journeymen or day labourers in towns and cities, whereas the number of
‘true’ urban factory employees remained a minority. But how proletarianized was this
dependent labour force? Looking at levels of skill and scale of units of production, or in
other words the difference between power resources of workers and employers, respectively,
might be helpful.

Figure 3. Combination of workers’ qualifications and scale of production unit
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The accumulation and concentration of capital in urban and rural areas including the
national and international intensification of market forces put strong pressure on both small
employers and journeymen.  The autonomy and existence of journeymen (and masters)41

were seriously threaten both in rapidly declining crafts, and those in expanding trades (most
building trades, printers, carpenters). Some journeymen used their organizational power
to resist attack on their privileges or to force through wage compensation for the loss of
control; but in the long run they had to choose between moving from the craft sector to the
industrial labour market, tantamount to subsume to the capitalist market system, or to stay
in a shrinking craft sector with low wages; quite a few made a living as self-employed
artisans or sank into the ranks of unskilled day labourers or operators.

Skilled, semiskilled and unskilled labour in the industrial sector were confronted with
powerful employers who tried to control their workers by a mixture of means of loyalty
and coercion. Branches with large firms (or plants) and monopolistic markets were capable
of resistance to organizational efforts and strikes.  However, skilled craftworkers were in42

a much better bargaining position compared to their less skilled fellows. Where labour is
nonroutine, hard to supervise, and not easily substitutable, employers have no alternative
to surrendering production into the hands of the workers. Unskilled labour did not have the
strength to resist management, and was subjected to the divide and rule of capitalism.
Workers in the casual labour market were in a less subservient position. Their limited
autonomy, however, was paid for by low wages and often high unemployment. Therefore
they were constantly on the look-out for the slightest improvements in their living, for
which reason job turnover for unskilled workers in Germany was significantly higher than
for the industrial labour force as a whole.  43

During the second half of the 19th century wage work was in progress but far from
absolute: ‘Overall, working for wages characterized a growing share of the labour-force,
but regular cash wages for fixed hours remained the exception’.  In the case of Germany,44

Jürgen Kocka has made clear that the emergence of wage work was much more prevalent
and definite among urban workers especially journeymen than in the case of domestic
workers, servants and agricultural workers.  Capitalists strive to maximise profit depended45

on their ability to direct and distribute work which implied that they could replace
traditionally ‘just’ wages and reciprocal obligations and responsibilities with a free market
system, individual labour contracts and the implementation of a wage system regulated by
effort and not custom.  46

The break with traditional non-market practices and the development of a wage work –
employer relationship seem to have been most rampant in the industrial-labour market and
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especially among unskilled and semiskilled factory workers who were totally dependent
of wage work and deprived of any control over the means of production, whereas skilled
industrial wageworkers managed to maintain craft traditions far into the 20th century. Thus,
compensation for loss of autonomy and self-determination was higher wages and higher
standard of living; the less proletarianized were reduced to low paid manual day-labourers
or deprived journeymen living on the edge of social marginalization. In that way capitalism
had created a core of well integrated workers at the expense of a large minority in the
periphery of society. Employment patterns also had a significant effect on workers’ need
for social security through organization. Workers integrated in the capitalist industrial-urban
system depended very much on trade unions, whereas workers in the margin of the
industrial system had adopted other survival strategies involving family connections, shifts,
migration, access to resources of the countryside, seasonal and transient employment and
informal economic activity. What sort of labour market strategies prevailed, in a specific
period and area, depended in the main on the concentration and location of industry, the
social bonds between rural and urban communities, and the labour process.47

Was this transition to a more proletarianized labour force a smooth continuous process
or an abrupt discontinuous transaction? Both arguments seem to draw support in the lit-
erature. Richard Price, for example, does not relate the process of proletarianization to the
introduction of technological innovations but to the smooth process of market forces, ‘an
ongoing process which almost intensified during the industrial revolution’, in England from
c. 1800-1814 until 1850.  Others, like Eric Hobsbawm  and Michelle Perrot,  have48 49 50

emphasized the importance of the great economic depression and especially the later part:
during the 1880s old modes of production were ‘washed away’, and encouraged the
substitution of ‘intensive’ for ‘extensive’ labour utilization. In late industrialized countries
like Scandinavia there is evidence that big lockouts and strikes all had to do with employers
prerogatives. Thus the lost strike of 1909 in Sweden prepared the way for new systems of
production and increasing dependence upon those who dominated the market relations of
buying and selling labour force.51

Changing repertoire of collective action
When landlords and wealthy peasants extended their control over common and waste, when
industrialists heavily invested in new spinning and carding machines or when merchants
transported grain out of the area in times of shortage, and when state-officials or tax-farmers
collected taxes from the people, in short when capitalism and royal powerholders penetrated
the countryside and the towns, poor peasants, smallholders, artisans, and dependent workers
occupied forbidden fields and forests, destroyed machines, hold back grain wagons and
ships, attacked meathouses, mills and invaded market places. These and other forms of
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collective action vanished during the 19th century in favor of demonstrations, strikes,
petition marches, public meetings, planned insurrections, electoral campaigns, and social
movements.  52

The shift in power struggle from the local and regional level to the national arena as a
result of the building of national states during the first half of the 19th century, and
especially the European revolutions in 1848, strongly contributed to the construction of a
new repertoire.  It was more national in scope, more characterized by proletarians and its53

actions were autonomous: ordinary peoples’ demands and manifestation of solidarity were
released from the direct control of local powerholders, and their statements of grievances
were put forward on behalf of people from many localities and directed towards power-
holders at the national centre. The new repertoire reflects changing social relations between
workers and employers, as well. Food riots and machine-breaking were no longer a
workable strategy in a situation where wage-work and a national market dominated social
relations, and where the bourgeoisie no longer tolerated the use of collective violence. In
stead we see how the strike – and to begin with also ‘collective bargaining by riot’ – spread
throughout urban and, with some time lag, industrial-rural labour markets in Western
Europe from the 1830s and onwards.

The bourgeois’ commitment to civil liberties, to rights of assembly, association, express-
ion, and opposition strongly encouraged the introduction and early expansion of electoral
politics and with that the development of the demonstration, the protest meeting, and the
rally. Out of these contentious gatherings that sometimes developed into a sustained
challenge to existing authorities, the national social movement crystallized in the 19th
century.  The trade union movement not only belonged to the social movement sector but54

constituted by virtue of its organic relationship to the production, one of the most powerful
and lasting movements. However, the labour movement was not solely a product of
changing mode of production and a side-effect of the middle-class’ contending for power,
but could draw on experiences with former and contemporary popular movements and
artisan traditions.

Early labour disputes and organizational activities among workers 
Early strike activity did not emerge among fully proletarianized factory workers or among
unskilled day labourers in the rural or urban labour market; in stead we see printers,
carpenters, shoemakers, tailors, masons, plumbers, weavers, and other skilled professions
that sought to defend their corporate rights and their social and economic status.  These55

classic artisanal groups were soon accompanied by highly skilled factory workers, and
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unskilled labourers from some of the large building sites. The mass of unskilled factory
workers and groups in the casual labour market first joined the strike movement in most
European countries, after the turn of the century.  This chronology of early strike56

mobilization can be traced back to (a) the dominance of the artisanal sector in most
countries, (b) to the resistance of those workers who lost status and control of work as a
result of proletarianization, and (c) the existence of strong group cohesion among workers.
There are elements of continuity and discontinuity in this model: capitalism and market
forces broke decisively with the corporate mode of production and caused a split between
masters and journeymen, whereas strong group solidarity is rooted in guild traditions, the
‘tramping system’, mutual aid societies and more specific in craft clubs and lodge houses.
Customs, rules and norms associated with this system of (inter)national ‘brotherhood’
formed the backbone of protest and union. Thus Michael Hanagan says that ‘focusing
particularly on works written in the last five or ten years, one finds that craft unionism has
been presented as a vital building block in the larger labour movement in Western Europe
and the United States’.  From this it also follows that early strike activity and organization57

only with difficulty can be separated. Several studies suggest that organization was not so
much a necessary prerequisite for workers’ collective action as an essential component of
that action itself.  How far in time this state lasted is hard to say, but as craft unions58

matured and were stabilized they began to plan, to control and sanction strike activity. They
also went into coalitions with the unskilled and with the middle classes. A strategy that was
facilitated by the large urban centers where social classes were living in close proximity
to each other.  59

A meaningful comparison of collective actions in Europe must take the region as the point
of reference. Strikes and organizations clustered in regions and can only indirectly be seen
as a specific national phenomenon. Nevertheless it seems fair to say that ‘modern’ strike
activity on a larger scale began in Britain after the Napoleonic wars followed by Belgium,
France, Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Italy, and other countries in the
European (semi)periphery. Organizational development followed much the same pattern
with Britain in a leading position. It was skilled workers in a particular occupation who
amalgamated in order to defend apprenticeship, to restrict entry into specific labour markets,
and to regulate the organization of production on the shop floor. This strategy of closure
combined with strong market power could be found in cotton-spinning, some crafts in the
building industry, and typographers.  It was a rather tiny segment of the skilled labour60

force, whereas most craft trades were confronted with technical change or a restructuring
of the market that undermined their autonomy or whole existence. Technological
innovations, new skills, the competition from garret masters, and the expansion of piece
work represented a serious threat to many engineers, printers, and workers in clothing and
the boot and shoe industry. Equally decisive was the intrusion of new managerial hierarchies
alongside with further division of labour. The demise of craft privileges often resulted in
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violent labour disputes, and especially the ‘lower’ and exposed trades, such as tailors,
shoemakers, and carpenters turned to demonstrations, petitions, radical ideology, and even
attempted to organize (un)skilled fellows in closely related occupations for mutual support,
‘thus, there was a close connection between changing relations of production and altering
political perspectives’, in the late 19th century Britain.61

The vast majority of unskilled and semiskilled workers were not affiliated to any
organization, and they mainly sought to improve on their conditions by frequent job shifts
and to derive advantage from economic booms and general labour unrest. Strike waves in
the early 1870s, 1889-90, and 1911-13 started among skilled core groups but spread into
the mass of semi- and unskilled: dockers, quarrymen, boot- and shoemakers, gas stokers,
women workers in textiles, building labourers, and even agricultural workers and some
white-collar occupations. Union membership jumped likewise but as the recession set in
many mass workers left the organization.  Favourable economic conjunctures and a tight62

labour market increased the market value of open mass unions, in ‘normal’ times, however,
these unions could not rely on their bargaining power and instead they turned to the political
arena for state regulation of salaries, hours and conditions.  63

Journeymen, skilled workers, mutual aid societies, and craft unions constituted the basic
building block of the trade union movement and the strike movement in other western and
eastern countries, too. But in order to explain the foundation and power of trade unions and
socialist political institutions across the European continent, I have chosen to look at the
disparity in (a) industrial capitalism (b) urbanization and (c) state repression. Recent works
in labour history and urban history suggest that the size and industrial organization of towns
and cities affect workers’ capacity to mobilize. Shorter and Tilly assert that ‘the big city
appears a place of militancy and solidarity. It is certain that the sheer intensity of conflict
in the big city was higher than in smaller communities’.  Hohenberg and Lees, however,64

have revised this argument by combining scale and class structure:  small market towns65

with weak class lines display low collective activity, whereas larger cities as regional
capitals lower the cost of social communication, weaken the control of authorities and
thereby facilitate the ability to organize; but because large cities have a complex division
of labour with many small master artisans, white collar jobs and lower middle-class
positions, these cities also tend to soften class lines, to introduce mediators and such lower
open conflicts. Factory towns, on the other hand display strong class divisions but weak
horizontal solidarity due to paternalist styles of social relations. Cities of manufacturing
and heavy industry often produced a strong working class and clear cut class distinction:
large enterprises, common identification of problems, and the consciousness of being
subject to the same exploitative conditions and the same authority, brought workers
together, even with different skills, and increased labour militancy.
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On a comparative European scale this urban typology might be useful but also difficult
to handle empirically at this level of aggregation. Therefore I intend to see the combined
effect of urbanization and industrialization as one of the most important factors that shaped
the European working classes and labour movements. The other major variable is state
repression. Strategies of workers and labour organizations are affected by repression and
support, respectively.  Persistent and especially violent repression makes populations66

demobilize and to take refuge in individual forms of resistance, whereas less but still
perceptible repression direct the claim of workers towards the political system, and thereby
subjugate the resources of unions to political activities or political organizations. If
repression is weak union activities tend to focus on interest representation and negotiation
in the economy and the union will take up an autonomous position to the 
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political forms of working class representation. It is, however, necessary to include the
consequences of employers’ strength in the market and the existence of competing
political organizations in order to determine union and party strategies. As was the case
with urbanization and industrialization, repression disperses over the European territory
along an axis going from north-west to south-east, equal to the extent of labour-repressive
systems, the power position of landlords and a weak bourgeoisie.  In figure 4, I have67

listed these dimensions together with other important variables.

Capital, repression, and working-class strategies in Europe
An initial attempt to identify European countries on an industrialization/urbanization and
repression scale comes out with the following result: the first group (Britain, Belgium,
Netherlands, Germany, France) is composed of countries with high to moderate industrial-
ization and urbanization. State repression was mild or moderate, and the labour movement
had obtained a recognized position in society around the turn of the century. The bour-
geoisie played a dominant or at least a very significant role in the state. The next group
(Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland) is situated in the Nordic periphery with low to
moderate industrialization and urbanization, and characterized by nonrepressive govern-
ments balancing between the urban bourgeoisie and landed interests without a dominant
agrarian elite. Therefore the organization of the working class could advance slowly in
stable political surroundings without major interference from the authorities. In the third
group (Austria, Italy, Spain, Hungary, Russia, Rumania) a strong landed upper class
dominated the state that from time to time intervened violently in working-class collective
activities that also seems to be weak due to low level of urbanization and industrialization.
It is possible to single out both Austria and Italy partly because repression was less severe
and partly because both countries had a high concentration of skilled workers in a few
major regions that became strongholds of the early labour movement. During the first
third of the 20th century this taxonomy will undergo substantial changes, but before
turning to this subject I intend to compare the organizational and political mobilization
capabilities of the working class within (and between) the major groups. 

Workers’ professional and political performances unfolded within the quadrangle of
employers, unions, political parties and the state. In Britain the smooth but penetrating
growth of market capitalism and industrialization indicated that skilled workers managed
to keep intact their occupational communities and to form strong and stable craft unions
that were able to resist local employers and authorities. Higher union density and strike
activity and especially a higher rate of strike success compared to Germany and France,
seem to support this argument.  Therefore local power struggles between workers and68

employers were not carried over into the political arena, as was the case in France and
Belgium, and when they did it often seems possible to establish progressive alliances with
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the Liberals who dominated the political apparatus in many working class districts. Add
to this the open and limited character of the nonrepressive British state and its sensitivity
to individual and social rights of the workers.  The slow but progressive extension of69

franchise was part of this openness, but the failure of the Chartist movement in 1848
might be taken into consideration, too. Thus a strong market and bargaining position,
strong unions, a well integrated lib-lab alliance, and bad experiences with former political
movements, gave the trade unions a decisive role in labour politics.

The rapid and thorough industrialization of Belgium and the concentration of workers
in large enterprises fostered an early labour movement, whereas the movement in the
Netherlands was braked by late and limited industrial growth and by the location of many
enterprises in the countryside.  Besides both countries were troubled by ethnic, linguistic,70

and religious contrasts and disputes. A divided Belgian trade union movement that
furthermore was confronted with powerful employers, especially in the large export
sector, chose to direct its grievances towards the state, and in doing so formed a national
labour party in 1885 with the specific aim of political agitation. The party organization
administered the central strike funds and decided on the sanction of strikes.  These71

endeavours for the accomplishment of social and labour legislation bore fruit and major
strike waves and demonstrations were launched for the introduction of universal suffrage
and the abolition of plural voting in 1893, 1902, and again in 1913.

To achieve some progress in the area of wage increase and social legislation the early
(1870s) Dutch craft unions established narrow connections with the Liberal Party. The
ideological, political and clerical opposition to the early socialist labour movement were
pronounced and only in alliance with progressive liberal currents, the use of massive
strikes, and by uniting behind the party-like organization ‘The League’, trade unions
managed to survive.  The League strove to organize and to mobilize workers for the72

extension of franchise and social security laws but with limited or no success at all.
Internal factions and weak organizational structures contributed to the formation of an
independent Labour Party in 1894. Favoured by economic expansion from 1895, it
resulted in electoral gains and organizational growth, and an increase in the number of
collective agreements from 1 in 1904 to 178 in 1913; however, it also evoked antisocialist
sentiments among catholic and protestant trade unions.

Gradual economic growth, an industrial structure characterized by small units of
production (handicraft, home work, cottage-industry), and sometimes a blurred distinction
between masters and workers, besides rudimentary craft unions did not prevent French
workers from taking to the streets in hugh numbers in 1848 and again in 1871. Prior to
1875 about 50% of all strikes were organized by temporary forms of association and
unions only played a minor role. After 1875 and especially from 1880 the strike was
becoming more and more unionized.  The ‘great mobilization of the working classes’ in73
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France was accomplished in the years 1880-1910.  The yearly number of strikes and74

strikers rose, and in 1891 9.1% of the industrial labour force were unionized; formal
organizations were constituted across the country and local craft unions became linked to
national networks. Simultaneous, major outbursts of strike activity span the nation
involving still more proletarian workers in 1870, 1880, 1893, 1899/1900 and in 1906.  In75

spite of these strike waves craft unions remained weak, decentralized, and were seldom
able to enter into formally binding contracts with the employers. Therefore French strikers
directed their grievances towards a state that was differentiated from the ruling classes,
and could be expected to intervene in labour disputes with the intention of reaching a
compromise that would be considered a partial success.76

The heterogeneity, localism and instability of workers’ organization also complicated an
independent political representation in spite of early universal and equal male suffrage.77

The Republicans were in possession of an enlarged network of local political
entrepreneurs and skill. They defended the rights of small property holders, understood to
utilize anticapitalist slogans and the symbols of the Revolution; several socialists appeared
on the local electoral registers of the Republican. However, major strikes and the Great
Depression 1882-90, separated the interest of workers and many small landowners and
artisans from the Republicans.  The strike movement, the election of 1906, and the arrival78

of a strong Socialist party brought industrial workers into the national political arena for
real.

The relative frequency of strikes and strike volume seem to be the same or even higher
in France compared to Germany, where the German ‘Sonderweg’ did make a difference
concerns the fast and centrally constructed labour movement and the predominant position
of the party.  Rapid economic growth and urbanization restructured the German work79

force: it narrowed the rural-urban gap, furthered the decline of self-employment and
meant thoroughgoing commercialization of social relationships. In the longer run it may
have enforced the formation of occupational communities, and the recruitment of labour
organizations. The Anti-Socialist laws in 1878, did not erase the movement from the
political map, and shortly after the abolition of the laws in 1890, the trade unions and the
Social Democratic Party experienced a veritable boom in membership and in voters. It has
been argued that the hierarchical structure of the labour movement and the party-political
dominance can be traced back to the 1848 revolution and the gathering of the Frankfurt
National Assembly as a reaction to the fragmented state (‘Kleinstaaterei’). Besides,
Friedhelm Boll has pleaded that the strike wave of 1871/72, with its cross regional
contacts and especially the tramping system strongly contributed to the nationalization.80

Compared with the French and English labour market internal mass migration (and job
turnover) was significant and combined with wandering journeymen, contributed to the
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early foundation of trade unions, and much strike activity, too, but also to the central
regulation and control of the regional labour market by the early craft unions.  Prior to81

1878, unions were subordinated the political wing of the movement, but with the outlaw-
ing of the SPD, Nolan says, ‘the ties between the party and the unions were greatly
strengthened, for unions became the major organizations in and through which Social
Democrats agitated, educated, and organized’.  The return to legality and the rapid82

growth of both organizations raised the ticklish question of the relationship between
economic and political interests. Thus Dieter Groh claims that the increase in membership
and cash balance (kassenbestände) removed the unions from the party and depoliticized
the unions and later the SPD, too.  Choosing an economic strategy the free trade unions83

moved towards centralization and bureaucratization and the principle of industrial union-
ism. They became heavily involved in the making of collective agreements, which in the
mid-1905 numbered 1577 affecting between 370. – 470.000 workers, and with a positive
trend.  The success of the trade unions did not leave much room for competing organiz-84

ations. Together the liberal and catholic unions amounted to 19.8% of total membership
in 1900, and were declining.  85

The ‘victory march’ of the German labour movement was transmitted to other countries
to the Low Countries, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Denmark and Finland. It was the
‘Vaterlandslosen Gesellen’ from Germany and Denmark who gave an impetus to the first
craft unions in Copenhagen from where they spread to urban areas in Sweden and
Norway.  In Denmark late and smooth industrial development in urban surroundings did86

not cause a break with former craftsmanlike mode of production, the unit of production
remained small or medium size. After 1848 when equal but restricted suffrage was
introduced and their prevailed a parliamentary balance between the urban bourgeoisie,
landlords, and peasant interests, the craft unions and the Labour Party, founded in 1871,
could expand without much interference from the authorities. In consequence of this
progress the economic and political wing of the labour movement developed indepen-
dently of each other although in close collaboration. In Sweden, Norway and Finland
heavy investments in rural industry made it harder to organize the workers, to begin with.
After 1895 when Swedish workers joined the unions in great numbers and strengthen their
position in society, the unions took over the responsibility to mobilize the workers against
the Conservatives, the temperance and the free church movements, and for an extension
of manhood suffrage, symbolized in the big political strike of 1902. In Norway weak
unions but a more powerful political wing made the party intervene in labour relations on
behalf of the unions. The great leap forward for the Social Democratic parties in
Scandinavia came when they had liberated themselves and their potentially voters from
the Conservative and Liberal parties. It happened in Denmark during the last decennium
of the 19th century, and for Sweden and Norway ten years later, as a consequence of the
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construction of modern mass parties with membership, the extension of male suffrage, and
further industrial development.87

The Finnish trade unions only grew slowly whereas the party, founded in 1899, already
numbered 85.027 party members in 1906, and won 40% of the seats in parliament in 1907
the first election under universal and equal suffrage.  The declining influence of religious88

and bourgeoisie institutions among lower class people, and the penetration of industrial
capitalism into the countryside might have disposed rural proletarians and smallholders to
back the Social Democratic Party in a situation where urban craft unions were ill suited to
organize the constantly shifting rural workers. Add to this that the political movement
encountered little opposition and repression from above and thus was in a position to
provide leadership and organization.

In the southern European semi-periphery we find Italy and Austria. After the unification
of Italy workers’ associations gradually began to voice political demands, but first at the
beginning of the 1890s, durable autonomous trade based organizations, widespread strike
activity, and political representation emerged as a new contender for power at the national
level. Industrial development and growth of capitalist agriculture ran fastest in the
northern Italian provinces that also witnessed a significant rallying round the (village)
peasant movement, the labour unions, strikes and political activities. In many respects the
northern Italian working population moved closer to the European centre shortly after the
turn of the century. But recurrent cases of repression, most serious the eruption in Milan
April-May 1898, caused a temporarily halt to the socialist labour movement that suffered
even more from the extraordinarily restricted suffrage.  89

Economic backwardness and the presence of a political and institutional system hostile
to the lower classes also determined the organizational structure of the Austrian labour
movement. The concentration of workers in a few geographical locations with the
‘industrial village’ as the dominant type of industrial settlement, made it difficult to
organize a labour force that further more was marked by ethnic and linguistic dividing
lines.  The breakthrough of the union movement came shortly after 1903, before then the90

centre of gravity of the trade unions lay in Vienna and Bohemia, areas with small scale
industry, self-employed artisans and many journeymen.  In the beginning of the 1890s91

unions took the initiative to centralize the divers trade and branch societies, to plan and
sanction strikes, and in 1896 organized skilled workers concluded the first labour contract
with the employers. Unions encouraged their members to support the Social Democratic
Party, a party that strictly speaking was powerless until universal male suffrage in 1907.
This reform was very much a result of disagreements between the land aristocracy the
monarch and the national bourgeoisie. It facilitated an electoral reform campaign backed
by strikes and violent mass demonstrations in 1905-06.  Government harassment of92
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socialist and trade union leaders delayed the origin of a modern labour movement i
Hungary, too. Because a party by law was forbidden to have members or to collect dues
it depended on trade unions members to join the party political organization, ‘it was these
workers who participated in party congresses and turned out for demonstrations’.  Trade93

unions were much concerned about economic issues where the socialist political leaders
had their interests fixed on political goals especially the repressive aspects of government
and not without reason, for if we move further out in the European periphery to Russia,
Rumania and Spain repression gets more violent, the working-class communities weaker
and the state apparatus more dominated by large aristocratic landowners.

In Russia the industrialization process that started during the 1890s, was controlled by
government authorities to maintain social stability. Around the turn of the century more
than half of the industrial work force was situated in the countryside, whereas strikes and
political activity were concentrated in urban areas with St. Petersburg as the epicentre.94

Artisanal guilds in Russia were placed under direct government supervision, otherwise
workers’ efforts to organize collectively took the form of illegal trade unions or in
government sponsored associations also called Zubatov groups. They were avoided by the
workers, and it was first with the revolution of 1905 that autonomous mass-based worker
organizations appeared.  Henceforth factory committees, trade unions, soviets and the95

Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party became mighty actors on the industrial and
political scene. Russian socialist intellectuals and political events in Russia influenced the
embryonic workers’ organizations in both Rumania and Bulgaria, but due to the lack of
industrial capitalism, low level of urbanization and repressive regimes (Bulgaria the
‘peasant state’ being an exception) it is in vain to speak of any labour movement before
the turn of the century. In the western periphery Spain displayed many of the same
characteristics:  belated modernization and an aristocratic-bourgeoisie regime that, in the96

last decades of the 19th century, with one hand introduced universal suffrage and freedom
of association, and with the other crushed down on any kind of organized workers
movement.

In trying to sum up the question of the primacy of union or party I have arranged the
following tentative table:

Union Union – Party Party
Britain Denmark Belgium
Sweden-> France Netherlands
Austria Germany (1890-) Germany (-1890)
Hungary <- Norway
Rumania Finland

Outside this disposition we find Italy, Russia, Spain and Bulgaria all countries with low
concentration of industrial capital and repressive governments. A combination that did not
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leave much room for either unions or political parties. Focusing on countries where unions
took up a leading position or played an autonomous role it becomes naturally to distin-
guish between Austria-(Hungary), and Rumania where the state crushed heavily down on
any political opposition but at the same time allowed for (craft)unions to perform in the
market. In Britain and in Sweden unions were in the ascendant owing to a strong market
position while autonomous political representation was hindered due to competition from
the liberal movements.

Moving to the party-dominated labour movements it becomes easier to point out those
aspects that weakened the unions instead of strengthen the parties: ethnic and linguistic
splits, confessional orientation, strong employers, governmental persecution, and a rural-
urban dispersal of the labour force limited union activity in Belgium, Netherlands,
Germany, Norway, and Finland and shifted the interest of workers over to the political
front that was in a better position to force through social and economic improvements.
Following the expiration of the anti-socialist law in 1890 in Germany and the jump in
union membership placed more power in the hands of the unions that began to free
themselves from the party. Twenty years later the same happened i Norway when also
Sweden managed to establish a greater balance between union and party after suffrage has
been extended to the lower classes. After some initial economic and political obstacles the
Danish labour movement managed to create a well-balanced and very successful cooper-
ation between party and union, whereas in France the labour movement was much more
local and divided, and with no bonds between party and trade union.

Political and social integration of the working classes

On the eve of the 1. World War, the working classes in Northern, Western and Central
Europe were consolidating their social and political position: in general, union
membership and strike activity were increasing, collective agreements spread to several
industrial sectors, and workers were advancing their political rights and political
representation.  Behind this progress we see faintly the long boom of the pre-191497

European economy that generated sufficient growth to provide for improvements in real
living standards but also contributed to the ongoing process of proletarianization. Still
more rural workers were being absorbed into the urban wage economy, women and
children were increasingly occupying jobs in urban industry while the engagement in
petty commodity production as self-employed worker as well as other alternative employ-
ment opportunities were shrinking. These changes meant that the capacity for self-reliance
for a wider number of workers were narrowing whereas the higher standard of living and
more stable social networks increased their ability to form unions, political parties, and to
strike. 

The World War saw a sharp retrogression in the system of free market competition and
an increasing involvement of the state in the regulation of the economy including indus-
trial relations, and the absorption of established working-class organizations into the
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polity. The war economy also generated high inflation, full employment, labour shortage,
an increase in union membership, and worker militancy.  When the war came to an end,98

the working classes in Western and Southern Europe used their newly won organizational
power to demand further political, social and economic rights. In central and eastern
Europe, where the working classes had been living under autocratic regimes or foreign
rule, the disintegrating of state hegemony and the debilitation of the dominant classes
caused new nation states, an extension of democracy and successful or abortive revol-
utions. In many countries the emancipitation of the working-classes soon came to a halt.
Different combinations of political forces and market forces decided how the working-
classes were being incorporated into the national community. Two extremes can be
distinguished: authoritarian integration and class integration. The former gives priority to
forced economic integration but refuses the entry of the lower classes into the state,
whereas class integration allows for a hostile mass movement to exist, and if the working
class secures access to the centre of power we may talk about political or national integra-
tion.  99

Revolution and authoritarian integration in Eastern and Southern Europe
In pre-war Eastern Europe the vaste majority of the population lived under autocratic or
foreign rule. The collapse of the Russian and Habsburge empires prepared the way for
national and ethnic independence, extended social and political rights and originated
revolutionary uprisings. Revolutionary situations based on worker actions sprang up in
Russia (1917), Estonia (1917), Latvia (1917), Finland (1918), and Hungary (1919). What
mattered most, says Risto Alapuro, was ‘simply the existence of well-organized working-
class movements’.  Strikes in Russia remained modest and local, but since the massacre100

on workers in 1905, the number of both political and economic strikes swelled and
militant class organizations emerged in the major urban industrial centers.  The strike101

movement in 1917 affected the greater part of the industrial urban work force that gained
organizational experience in form of trade unions, factory and strike committees. Together
with rebellious peasants and mutinous soldiers urban and rural industrial workers made up
the popular base of the revolution.  In Estonia and Latvia the mass movement in 1917102

was an offshoot of the October revolution itself. Rapidly the indigenous Bolsheviks were
able to capture the support of industrial workers, the unorganized poor and landless
peasants before they turned against the bourgeois and the wealthy landowners.  With103

massive rural support the Social Democratic Party of Finland established itself as a strong
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contender for power. Cultural and organizational ties linked town and countryside and
made possible a radical urban-rural alliance between industrial urban workers, industrial-
rural workers, crofters, and agrarian landless labourers. So when imperial Russia
dissolved and the Finnish polity was left without control of the means of coercion, Finland
was approaching a revolutionary situation.  In Hungary the only acting political104

movements, the Social Democrats and the Communists, assumed state control because the
bourgeoisie government was pressed into the defensive as external problems added to
internal ones.  105

With the exception of Russia the leftist workers revolution in Eastern Europe did not last
long. Within a year they were replaced by repressive right-wing governments (supported
by either the landed gentry, the industrial capitalists, part of the middle class or the
peasant population, government bureaucracy or the military) that sometimes would
suppress any worker opposition and at other times would allow for organizational rights
as long as they did not challenge the industrial and political order. In Poland and
Czechoslovakia social unrest merged with strong nationalist sentiments whereas in Austria
the Social Democrats together with the Christian Socialists (a middle class party) managed
both to arrest the reactionary right-wing composed of landowners, military officers and
state bureaucrats, and to encapsulate the most radical workers and hinder the attempted
coups by the Communists.  So, where Poland, together with agrarian Rumania and106

Bulgaria, under the influence of national, social, and political instability, drifted towards
an authoritarian rule during the 1920s, the working classes in Finland, Czechoslovakia and
(for a time) Austria were on the route towards class integration.107

The small industrial working class in Rumania and Bulgaria was weak and subjected to
the interests of peasants and authoritarian state bureaucracies. In Italy the war economy
had required an expansion of the industrial workforce especially in the North and when
state regulations were mitigated in 1919, unionization and strike activity displayed a sharp
upsurge at the same time as the Socialist and Catholic parties won a considerable victory
at the pools.  This massmobilization threatened the upper classes’ and the middle108

peasants’ control of labour and strongly motivated the employers and the Po Valley
landlords to support the Fascists on a massive scale. Backed by the state security forces,
and the economic crisis of 1921, the Fascist movement attacked and smashed peasant
organizations, trade unions, and other local and national socialist institutions for finally to
install an authoritarian regime.  109

Class conflict in Spain reached a climax in the aftermath of the war, and ‘for the first
time the country was forced to give major attention to labour problems and the role of
organized labour’, probably because the Socialist union UGT and the anarcho-syndicalist
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CNT had begun to enrol landless rural labourers in large numbers.  Faced with indus-110

trialists and landlords who were extremely hostile to workers’ demands and organizations,
‘labour and management became locked in deadly combat’ that ceased with the dictator-
ship of Primo de Rivera, 1923-30.  The fall of de Rivera permitted an upheaval in111

working class organization and activism, and between April 1931 and September 1933
Spain was governed by alliances of middle-class Republican and Socialists, after PSOE
had emerged as the largest party. Reforms were introduced that threatened the power base
of the rural upper class and that put additional (economic) burdens on the employers.
They tried to evade, and when the left-of-centre government had to give over to a more
rightist cabinet, the employers launched a counter-offensive.  Working class112

organizations and the rank and file responded with insurrectionary strikes and rebellions
just to be met by intensive repression. A renewed wave of working class radicalization
and organizational recover followed the formation of the Popular Front and the victory at
the election of 1936, but it also brought Spain closer to civil war and dictatorship.

Class integration and failed class integration 
To illuminate the changing societal position of labour over time and between countries
that can be classified as class societies, I have correlated market power and political
power, respectively in fig.5. The former refers to union density whereas the latter applies
to percentage of voters by working-class parties.  Comparing the two periods it turns out113

that labour in most Western countries has moved away from political dependence and
weak often regional based unions towards national integration.
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Figure 5. Forms of class integration c. 1900s – 1930s

Heighten political power was chiefly connected with the ability of the labour movement
to attract strata outside the rank of skilled manual workers such as unskilled casual
labourers, industrial rural workers, rural workers, white collar workers, artisans,
shopkeepers and public employees.  Regional integration captures a condition where a114

political weak labour movement was able to exert extensive control over a labour market
or a welfare system within regional boundaries by virtue of social networks of solidarity
that is skilled work. In some cases these regions would cross national borders. Only
unique combinations of variables will be able to map the trend towards national integra-
tion; therefore I have elaborated a concrete causal model (fig. 6) that combines structural
components with class specific actors.
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Figure 6. Causal account of forms of class integration

The argument is that skilled labour markets, extensive urbanization or organizational links
across rural and urban areas strongly increased the market power of workers whereas
distinct ethnic, linguistic or religious cleavages weakened the labour movement. Liberal
political hegemony, and the temporary presence of lib-lab coalitions on the one hand
forestalled the formation of an autonomous labour movement, and on the other brought
working class leaders into the national governing circles and raised social reforms.  I115

also argue that political power has a significant effect on the market position of labour and
vice versa, and that exogenous variables as industrial capitalism, elite response and regime
structure could be decisive for the inclusion of the working-classes. For each country or
region these indicators may appear with different weights and even change sign over time.

In the Eastern and Southern countries a significant rural-urban split and a less developed
sector of skilled workers undermined the market power of labour. The state and mighty
elite groups, first of all landlords, curbed the political activities of labour except for a brief
period after the war when organized labour took advantage of the power vacuum. But they
did not do it all by themselves. Only the ability to align with rural proletarians, small
agricultural proprietors and part of the middle class tilted the scale to the advantage of
labour. The coalition of urban and rural interest occurred in Italy, Spain and to a lesser
extent in Germany.  It threatened the interest of landlords and middle peasants who,116

together with big business, became the main challengers to class specific integration of the
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working-classes.
Societies undergoing class integration, during the 1920s and the 1930s, differed from

authoritarian nations in the comparative strength of liberal parties. The dominant liberal
communities in France, United Kingdom, Switzerland – in Belgium and the Netherlands
complemented with religious organizations – received many working-class votes and by
and large controlled the agrarian proletariat. In the late industrialized Nordic countries the
liberals were less active. After the war the liberals lost ground among workers but were
capable of keeping agrarian labourers and small peasants out of the reach of the
socialists.  The liberals were less successful in mobilizing workers in the market, and in117

the Netherlands, Belgium, and Switzerland many workers were placed under cross-
pressure between socialist, religious and ethnic unions that might have restricted their
overall organizational power.  118

After the turn of the century the socialist labour movement in the Nordic countries stood
forward as the only serious mobilizer of the urban working class. It did not meet much
opposition from the employers who seem to have acquired well organized and centralized
opponents and bargaining partners.  In Sweden and Norway it took much longer to119

organize the large number of industrial-rural workers whereas the socio-spatial map was
complete different in Denmark and Austria. What these two countries had in common and
where they deviated from all other European countries concerns the fact that 23% and
29% , respectively, of the native population lived in the capital, around 1920.120

Copenhagen and Vienna became major mobilization centers for the labour movement, and
the mixed socio-economic feature of the two cities made it possible to attract strata
beyond skilled urban workers.  121

Industrial structure likewise explains much of the comparative ‘exceptionalism’ of the
French working-class: small units of production, a low concentration of workers in firms
and cities, and a blurred distinction between small employers, and dependent wage earners
who often owned houses and allotments.  Plant size were not only smaller in France122

compared to Britain but also enlargement of markets, specialization, mergers, and inter
firm competition. Narrow markets made it possible for even small firms to act
monopolistically in a limited area. On the other hand it also restrained the influence of
employers over public policy, and they remained less articulated as a distinct interest
group. These structural features harmonized with the fact that French employers were
disorganized but also exercised their traditional prerogatives to determine unilaterally the
terms of payment and the organization of work. Industrialists also set up paternalistic
insurance schemes to keep the workers away from the unions and with considerable
success. Therefore union membership was not only risky but it did not bring any advan-
tages either. Workers had to seek power lobbying and bargaining with the state in order to
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challenge the employers. The more permanent increase in unionization from 1936 was
achieved in the public sector or in related industries whereas union membership in the
traditional private industry stayed very low.123

In Britain early and smooth industrialization and urbanization had surmounted the rural-
urban split and preserved a large stratum of skilled workers affiliated to a trade union. By
1920 union membership stood at its highest with 8,4 m whereafter it continued to fall until
1933. The decline was a general European phenomenon that, however, stopped in
1924/25. Prolongation of  the economic recession, the disastrous General Strike of 1926,
and the following fortifying of the employers’ bargaining position offer a plausible
explanation of further demobilization. Until 1918 a significant proportion of male manual
workers were excluded from political citizenship, but in the wave of pre- and post war
radicalism the Liberal Party lost its grasp of the workers whereas the Labour Party
emerged from a loose local structure into a national organization.  In 1924 Labour124

formed its first minority government on the basis of a 30% share of the vote.
The disruption of post-war economic order and the onset of the Depression was

followed by a violent counter-offensive by employers in most countries: unemployment
rose, wages were forced down and union membership declined. Only in Scandinavia,
where labour parties achieved considerable political and parliamentary representation,
unions were nearly unhurt by the Depression. Besides, strong socialist parties in Norway
and especially in Sweden helped to bridge the rural-urban gap and facilitated the diffusion
of collective action from the urban areas into the countryside.  Add to this that union125

density first began to increase in France after 1936, and in Britain after 1934 when The
Popular Front and the Labour Party closed in on the political centre. After the war the
Socialist party in Belgium approached the Catholic party and the Liberals, and widely
state regulation of industrial relations in the form of bipartite institutions marked
increasing willingness by the employers and the state to deal with labour.  These126

scattered evidences seem to confirm the argument by Salter and Stevenson who
characterize the interwar period as one where ‘workers achieved significant gain only in
co-operation with the state, not in opposition to it’.  Countries with weak socialist parties127

in the interwar period or a regime hostile to organized labour scored low on union density.

Models, theories, and realities of the formation of the european working
classes

Capitalism and statemaking did not merely shape the economic, demographic, and social
composition of the European population, they also determined the principle forms of
organization and interaction. By destroying old modes of production and social networks
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capitalists and holders of state power, often jointly, prepared the way for a new economic
order a change in the spatial distribution of material and human resources, and laid the
foundation of new forms of interest representation.

In Western Europe rural and urban capitalists were the driving forces behind this
development. But outside the countries of advanced capitalism the state played a more
active role in the process of proletarianization and industrialization. In East-Central
Europe the accumulation and investment of existing capital were insufficient, and the
building of industrial infrastructure required active intervention by the state.  It128

happened in Russia, Bulgaria, the eastern provinces of the Austria-Hungarian Monarchy
and Hungary – and more indirectly in Germany and North Italy – where a growing
industrial working class was faced with an absolutist state and powerful landlords.129

These workers lacked guild and craft traditions, were often situated in rural areas and
subjected to paternalistic control. In Western and part of Central Europe a mighty class of
capitalists emerged as a counterweight to the landed aristocracy. Capitalists were in a
position to negotiate considerable economic and civic rights to obtain representative
institutions confronting a state that always was in need of capital and allies.  And though130

rural capitalism created a landless proletariat it also fostered a class of independent small
and middle-sized proprietors who sometimes allied with workers against rural and urban
upper-classes. In other words, state and class structure in Western Europe was sufficiently
heterogeneous and dominated by a drive towards economic and political modernization
that did not only eased repression but also enabled workers to challenge the societal order.
How well labour succeeded depended on (a) presence and strength of other competing
organizations political, religious, ethnic and others (b) presence or absence of influential
allies (c) craft traditions (d) industrial structures, and (e) urbanization. The previous pages
have demonstrated the usefulness of the first three aspects whereas the rest need further
comments.

The proportion of the labour force in industry, and its capital intensiveness, as suggested
by Zolberg,  might give a hint to the characteristics of the class formation process in131

Eastern, Central and Western Europe, and even enter a model of integration-promoting
factors. The marginal and dependent position of French labour in a less industrial and less
industrialized country may be a case in point. However, the character and timing of
industrialization might be of even greater importance. Early and smooth industrialization
formed a working class which had to struggle for its rights within a political and social
structure dominated by diverse local parties and governments, and long before the arrival
of organized socialist parties. Workers in late industrialized countries could find their
bearings in a strong international socialist movement, an integrated national political
system, and a state highly engaged in promoting industrialization. In these countries
working class organizations became centralized and disciplined as the state itself. And
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according to the composition of the dominant state coalition the government would pursue
repressive or emancipative policies.

In the long run, urbanization and especially the fusion of industry with city from the
beginning of the 20th century created a social landscape favourable to collective action.
At first, urbanization involved a break with paternalism by opening up new employment
opportunities, fostering higher geographical mobility and more flexible labour markets.
Next, cities lowered the cost of social communication, and cities had several openings for
the establishment of new organizations, working class and otherwise. Third, cities became
the focal point for (national) political institutions, power, and control; and finally, urban
centers served as the basis for the organizational and political mobilization of the rural
population. In that way urbanization and urbanism, in interplay with industrialization, had
the solution to the rural-urban split: it carried people into towns and cities, and pussed
organizations out into rural areas creating the urban-rural coalition. But before
constructing various indicators and indices showing the degree of industrialness and
urbanization across European countries, I will suggest some qualifying ideas and a change
in the frame of comparison.

Unfortunately much economic history compiles information and aggregates data in a
way that blurs important socio-economic and spatial factors. Where central political
institutions may span a whole nation homogeneous structures of production, social class,
political behaviour, labour markets and migrant networks become intelligible only at the
regional level.  Standard of living, working conditions, forms of occupational commun-132

ities and organizations, and collective action often display greater intra-national than inter-
national differences. To unravel this problem large-scale comparisons for particular cases
may be a necessary procedure. This again raises the question of the proper unit of analy-
sis.  When the goal is to explain and to interpret macrosocial variations in class forma-133

tion the selection of vital cases, such as social class, industrialization, and collective
action, should be done at the organizational and interactive level. Sectoral and regional
comparison often combine economic, social and political aspects to which I will add
location and time. According to Eric Wolf the ‘distribution of capitals and labour markets,
and the resulting differentiation of the labour force locally, regionally, nationally, and
internationally, are never fixed and stable’.  Workers and working classes are ‘made’ of134

social links within constantly moving boundaries, in other words socio-spatial networks.135

Therefore social classes should be put into landscapes where people move, interact,
communicate, and where resources, knowledge and ideas move over distances to be
transformed into new forms of organization and collective action. Socio-spatial networks
of innovation, diffusion and interdependence will bring us closer to those forces and
processes that shaped the European working classes.


