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ABSTRACT

The th e s is  analyses the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s h o p - f lo o r  

m i l i t a n c y  and union p o l i t i c s  in the  per iod  a f t e r  the b i r t h  of  

"new unionism" in B r a z i l  in  the  1980s and addresses the  

problems and dilemmas faced by t h i s  new type o f  union  

movement.

I t  is  based on a case study o f  s tee lw o rkers  a t  the  

N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company and t h e i r  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  union, the  

Metal workers ’ Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda, in the s t a t e  o f  Rio de 

J a n e i r o ,  B r a z i l .  The research design has emphasised 

q u a l i t a t i v e  methods such as in -d e p th  in te r v ie w in g  and f i e l d  

o b s e rv a t io n .  The researcher  has a ls o  made use of  the computer 

in  th e  a n a ly s is  of  d a ta ,  through a new type of  computer 

s o f tw a re  which is  being in troduced in s o c io lo g ic a l  research .

The o b je c t iv e s  o f  the th e s is  are t w o - f o ld .  F i r s t ,  i t  

o f f e r s  an in -depth  study o f  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between shop- 

f l o o r  p o l i t i c s  and union p o l i t i c s  in a s te e l  p l a n t .  The 

t h e o r e t i c a l  framework is  based on the concept o f  " p o l i t i c s  of  

product ion"  introduced by Michael Burawoy, and on the  debate  

around le v e ls  of  lea d e rs h ip  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  union members, 

as inaugurated by Robert M iche ls .

The second o b j e c t i v e  is  to  assess the developments of  

"new unionism" in B r a z i l ,  ten  years a f t e r  i t s  b i r t h ,  and to  

discuss the e x te n t  to  which i t  has a c t u a l l y  broken w i th  

p o p u l is t  and b u re a u c ra t ic  types o f  unionism and advanced 

towards more democratic  forms o f  union p o l i t i c s .

With the knowledge a v a i l a b l e  today o f  n a t io n a l  le v e l  

p o l i t i c s ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  argue t h a t  in  the course o f  the



1980s the "new u n io n is t"  movement developed a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

more l e g i t i m a t e  and democrat ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between union 

leaders  and t h e i r  base, and t h a t  t h i s  helped to  break w i th  

the " reg u la te d  c i t i z e n s h i p "  o f  w ork ing -c las s  groups in  

s o c ie ty  by expanding t h e i r  labour  r i g h t s ,  by s u c c e s s fu l ly  

pressing f o r  changes in the Labour Code and by p a r t i c i p a t i n g  

in na t io n a l  le v e l  p o l i t i c s .  The a n a ly s is  o f  the case study  

suggests t h a t  the c o n t r ib u t io n  o f  the new union movement was 

e s p e c ia l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  in  the  p o l i t i c i s e d  use o f  the CIPA 

( I n t e r n a l  Committee f o r  the  Prevent ion  of  Acc idents)  and in  

the in n o v a t iv e  use of the  Labour Courts .  The s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  

these dimensions was t h a t  they involved an at tem pt to  expand 

w o rke rs ’ r ig h t s  as w el l  as to  c re a te  new bases under which 

the r ig h t s  were granted .  On the  o ther  hand, the case study  

suggests t h a t  the i n t e r n a l  dynamics o f  the "new union" 

movement s t i l l  have elements which may be c h a ra c te r is e d  as 

non-dem ocra t ic , and t h a t  t h i s  generated a new se t  of  problems 

and dilemmas f o r  organised labour  in B ra z i l  f o r  the 1990s.
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INTRODUCTION

1. The O b jec t  o f  th e  Thesis

This  th e s is  is  about s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e  and 

the  dynamics o f  i n d u s t r i a l  a c t iv is m  in B r a z i l .  I t  analyses  

the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s h o p - f lo o r  m i l i t a n c y  and the  

p o l i t i c s  o f  "new unionism" in B ra z i l  and discusses the  

problems and dilemmas faced by t h i s  new type o f  union 

movement, ten years a f t e r  i t s  emergence.

The th e s is  is  based on a case study o f  s te e lw o rke rs  a t  

the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company (Companhia S id e ru rg ic a  Nacional -  

CSN) and t h e i r  union, the Metal workers * Union o f  V o l t a  

Redonda, in the per iod  1979-1990 (1 ) .  The o
S ’Vo x :.,

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  and 

union p o l i t i c s  in  a s t e e l  p la n t  ^  rV. - ' r

the "new un io n is t"  movement in  B r a z i l ,  

ten years a f t e r  i t  appeared#

The research design has emphasised q u a l i t a t i v e  research  

methods such as in -d e p th  in te r v ie w in g  and f i e l d  ob serva t io n

1. The complete name o f  the  union is  the Union o f  the  M e ta l ,  
Mechanical and E l e c t r i c a l  M a te r ia l  of  V o l t a  Redonda, Barra  
Mansa and Resende. The proper names r e f e r  to  the  th re e  
geographic bases which are  covered by the  union and which 
w i l l  be exp la ined  l a t e r  in g r e a te r  d e t a i l .  To s i m p l i f y  the  
r e fe re n c e ,  I  w i l l  r e f e r  to  t h i s  union throughout  the  th e s is  
e i t h e r  as Metal w o rke rs ’ Union or simply as the  union.
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and the a n a ly s is  o f  the  da ta  has drawn on a new type o f  

computer so ftw are  t h a t  is  being introduced in to  s o c io lo g ic a l  

research .  I t  is  suggested t h a t  t h i s  methodological  approach 

i s  i t s e l f  one o f  the c o n t r ib u t io n s  made by the t h e s is  to  the  

e x te n t  t h a t  " i n d u s t r i a l  socio logy" or " p o l i t i c a l  socio logy"  

have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  made use of  q u a n t i t a t i v e  and survey  

methods o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  in  a more macro and comparative type  

o f  a n a ly s is .

The th e s is  c la ims t h a t  in  the course o f  t h i s  decade, the  

"new u n io n is t"  movement has developed a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more 

l e g i t i m a t e  and democrat ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between union leaders  

and t h e i r  base; and t h a t  i t  has broken w ith  the  " re g u la te d  

c i t i z e n s h i p "  of  w o rk in g -c la s s  groups in s o c ie ty  by expanding  

t h e i r  labour r i g h t s ,  by s u c c e s s fu l ly  pressing f o r  changes in  

the Labour Code and by p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in  n a t i o n a l - l e v e l  

p o l i t i c s  through the c r e a t i o n ,  f o r  example o f  a Workers’ 

P arty  (PT) ( 2 ) .  On the  o th e r  hand, i t  w i l l  be suggested 

t h a t  the "new u n io n is t "  movement s t i l l  has many aspects in  

i t s  in te r n a l  dynamics which may be c h a ra c te r is e d  as non- 

democratic  and t h a t  i t  has generated a new s e t  o f  problems 

and dilemmas f o r  organised labour in B r a z i l .

The th e s is  focuses on two f i e l d s  o f  research .  On the  one 

hand, i t  i n v e s t ig a te s  the  way in which t h i s  "new u n io n is t"  

union is  governed, as w e l l  as i t s  p o l i t i c a l  dynamics and 

dilemmas in r e l a t i o n  to  i t s  rank and f i l e  and to  company

2. The concept o f  " re g u la te d  c i t i z e n s h i p "  was f i r s t  
in troduced by Guilherme dos Santos and w i l l  be e x p la in e d  in 
Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  See a lso  Guilherme dos Santos, W. 
Cidadania  e Just i ipa . 1979.

12



management. On the o ther  hand, i t  d e scr ib es  the  s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e ,  the c o n f l i c t s  over product ion  and working  

c o n d i t io n s  and a n a ly s is  th e  manner and degree in  which such 

c o n f l i c t s  are taken on board by the  "new u n io n is t"

1eadershi  p .

The combination o f  these two areas o f  study as the  

o b j e c t  o f  in v e s t ig a t io n  is  j u s t i f i e d  by th e  very  na ture  o f  

th e  "new u n io n is t"  movement, which emerged from th e  a c t iv is m  

o f  workers on the s h o p - f lo o r  and took s h o p - f lo o r  issues as 

one o f  i t s  main m o b i l is in g  banners. Moreover,  "new unionism" 

has sought to  c re a te  s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  the rank  

and f i l e  and to  expand the  p e n e t ra t io n  o f  the  union in  the  

workp lace.  To t h i s  e x t e n t ,  th e re  is  a t h e o r e t i c a l  cha l lenge  

in  a t te m pt ing  to  combine an i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a n a ly s is  o f  the  

union w i th  a m ic r o - le v e l  a n a ly s is  o f  w o rk e rs ’ p o l i t i c s  and 

c o n f l i c t s  over product ion .

The re levance o f  t h i s  th e s is  can be j u s t i f i e d  on two 

grounds. In  thus combining an i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a n a ly s is  o f  the  

union w i th  the p o l i t i c s  o f  the s h o p - f lo o r ,  the t h e s is  seeks 

to  c o n t r ib u t e  to  the s t i l l  small body o f  research which 

adopts a s i m i l a r  focus ( 3 ) .  Secondly,  the  re levance  o f  t h i s

3. Th is  issue has been ra is e d  by Roxborough who po in ted  out  
t h a t  a g re a t  p a r t  o f  the s tu d ie s  on organised labour in  L a t in  
America concentra te  on the movement’ s " i n s t i t u t i o n a l  
ex pre s s ion " .  According to  the author:

" ( . . . )  th e re  is  a need to  in t e g r a t e  a concern w i th  
p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n s  o f  organised labour  w i th  a 
d e t a i l e d  account o f  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  on the  shop- 
f l o o r " .  See Roxborough, I .  Union and P o l i t i c s  in Mexico.  
The Case o f  the Automobile I n d u s t r y . 1984 pages 7 -9 .

As f a r  as I  know, the f i r s t  research in B r a z i l  to  in t e g r a t e  
a labour  p r o c e s s /s h o p - f1oor c o n f l i c t  a n a ly s is  w i th  the  study  
o f  the  union, was the work by Humphrey (1982 )  on the  b i r t h  o f  
the  "new u n io n is t"  movement among meta lworkers in  the  ABC
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case study can a lso  be located  in  a debate of  more general  

n a tu re .  Today th e re  is  widespread i n t e r e s t  in  the r o le  played  

by "new u n io n is t"  leaders  in  B r a z i l i a n  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s ,  

a f t e r  they had become le g i t i m a t e  i n t e r  1 ocutors in the  eyes o f  

th e  government and engaged in  v a r io u s  and unsuccessful  

at tem pts  to  br ing  organised labour to  subscribe to  a s o c ia l  

p a c t .  Organised labour was a ls o  o f  s t r a t e g i c  importance in  

in f lu e n c in g  the success or f a i l u r e  o f  the  government’ s macro- 

economic programmes to  co n tro l  i n f l a t i o n .  F i n a l l y  the long 

term r o le  o f  organised labour is  a key issue in the  process  

o f  democratic  c o n s o l id a t io n .

The B r a z i l i a n  "new u n io n is t"  movement emerged a t  the end 

o f  the 1970s a f t e r  almost f i f t e e n  years  o f  s t a t e  co n tro l  and 

repress ion  of  organised labour .  The b i r t h  o f  the new movement 

thus r e f l e c t e d  the ca p a c i ty  o f  organised labour to  make use 

of  the  newly developing l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  process and to  press  

f o r  f u r t h e r  d e m o c ra t is a t io n . The 1978 m e ta lw o r k e rs 's t r ik e s  in  

the  ABC region o f  Sao Paulo s t a t e ,  quest ioned the very  basis

reg ion  in  the s t a t e  o f  Sao Paulo. In  the  mid-1980s a somewhat 
s i m i l a r  p e rs p ec t iv e  has been exp lored  by s o c ia l  
a n th ro p o lo g is ts  such as Pessanha (1985 ,  1987) and L e i t e  Lopes 
( 1978, 1988) among o th e rs .  See Humphrey, J. Capi t a l i  s t
Contro l  and Workers’ S trugg le  in th e  B r a z i 1ian A u t o - In d u s t r y . 
1982; Pessanha, E. Vida Q p e ra r ia  e P o l i t i c a . PhD Thes is .  1985 
and "Processo de Traba lho ,  R e s is te n c ia  F a b r i l  e P a r t ic ip a c a o  
P o l i t i c a  na Construpao N ava l" .  Textos para Discussao. 1987; 
L e i t e  Lopes, J. 0 Vapor do D iab o . 1978 and A Tecelagem dos 
C o n f l i t o s  de Classe nas Cidades das Chamines. 1988.

For an on s tu d ie s  o f  organised labour  in  L a t in  America 
and the d i f f e r e n t  tendencies  a v a i l a b l e ,  see Zapata,  F. 
"Towards a L a t in  American Socio logy o f  Labour". Journal o f  
L a t in  American S t u d ie s . V o l .  22 P a r t  2. May 1990; and V i o t t i  
da Costa,  E. "E s t ru tu ra s  Versus E x p e r ie n c ia :  Novas Tendencias  
na H i s t o r i a  do Movimento O perar io  e das Classes Trabalhadoras  
na America L a t in a :  o que se perde e o que se ganha" . B IB . No. 
29. 1990 ( t r a n s l a t e d  from the Eng l ish  e d i t i o n ,  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
Labour and Working-Class H is to r y  Review. F a l l  1989.
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of  the c o r p o r a t i s t  arrangements between the  s o c ia l  c lasses  

and the le g i t im a c y  o f  the b u re a u c ra t ic  union leaders  who held  

o f f i c e  in most B r a z i l i a n  unions a t  the t im e .  Although t h i s  

movement was o r i g i n a l l y  born among workers in the dynamic 

secto r  o f  the economy and in the most i n d u s t r i a l i s e d  s t a t e  in  

B r a z i l ,  by the  mid-1980s "new unionism" had spread to  o th e r  

w o rk ing -c las s  groups and to  o ther  regions o f  the co un try .  The 

numbers o f  s t r i k e s  and s t r i k e r s  grew s i g n i f i c a n t l y  and many 

b u re a u c ra t ic  e x e c u t iv e s  lo s t  o f f i c e  in  union e l e c t i o n s  to  

"new u n io n is t"  groups.

The "new u n io n is t "  movement sought to  break not on ly  

with  the b u r e a u c r a t i c - c l i e n t e l i s t  p r a c t ic e s  o f  the  post-1964  

lea de rsh ip  but a ls o  w i th  the p r a c t ic e s  o f  the  p o p u l is t  

lea de rsh ip  which had e x is te d  before th e  m i l i t a r y  coup o f  

1964. In  c o n t r a s t  to  the  p o p u l is t  lea d e rs h ip  o f  the 1960s, 

the le g i t im a c y  o f  the  " a u th e n t ic  le a d e rs h ip " ,  as the  new 

leaders came to  be known, was based on the  g r e a te r  

re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the  rank and f i l e  in th e  union as w el l  an 

increased emphasis upon fa c t o r y  quest ions ,  as the  m o b i l is in g  

power o f  the workers .

Although p o l i t i c a l  issues and problems o f  n a t io n a l  

development were not l e f t  as ide ,  the views held by the  new 

leaders c o n tra s te d  w i th  the views held by the  p o p u l is t  

leaders o f  the  p a s t .  This l a t t e r  group tended to  

d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between so c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  demands and 

"economic" demands, lea v in g  as ide  f a c t o r y  problems such as 

the degree o f  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  problems of  f a c t o r y  despotism and 

d is c r im in a t o r y  and undemocratic r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between
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managers and workers.  One c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement has been the i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  s o - c a l l e d  

economic, s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  demands. I t  has addressed  

issues a t  the  h e a r t  o f  the  production system -  working  

c o n d i t io n s ,  de m o c ra t is a t io n  of  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

managers and workers and jo b  contro l  issues -  a t  the  same 

t ime t h a t  i t  has questioned the containment o f  the  

c o r p o r a t i s t  labour laws and the macroeconomic wage p o l i c i e s  

d i c t a t e d  by government.

In  sharp c o n t r a s t  to  the  b u re a u c ra t ic  union le a d e rs h ip  

of the pa s t ,  whose power der ived  from t h e i r  l i n k s  w i th  the  

s t a t e  and p e n e t ra t io n  in  the  s t a te  c o r p o r a t i s t  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  

many of  th e  "new u n io n is t "  leaders emerged as a r e s u l t  of  

t h e i r  s h o p - f lo o r  m i l i t a n c y  and ac t iv is m .  These le a d e rs  sought 

t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  l e g i t im a c y  through a combination o f  increased  

numbers o f  union members and d i r e c t  s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  

and m o b i l i s a t i o n .  The s h o p - f lo o r  and the o r g a n is a t io n  of  

work acquired  co ns iderab ly  g re a te r  importance as s i t e s  f o r  

the emergence o f  g ra s s - ro o ts  p o l i t i c s .

Thus, the  two areas o f  in v e s t ig a t io n  proposed in  t h i s  

th e s is  -  union p o l i t i c s  and s h o p - f lo o r  m i l i t a n c y  -  are l in k e d  

to g e th e r  by the very  na ture  o f  the B r a z i l i a n  "new u n io n is t"  

movement. One o f  the  most important  new proposals  o f  the  

movement was a shi f  t  in  th e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  what was uni on 

p o l i t i c s . From the  e x c lu s iv e ly  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  and reg u la te d  

union a c t i v i t y  as d e f in ed  by the c o r p o r a t i s t  s t a t e ,  to  the  

in c lu s io n  o f  p r a c t ic e s  which had been p r o h ib i t e d  by the  

labour law, such as s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , d i r e c t
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n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management and s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .

Whereas th e  p o p u l is t  and b u re a u c ra t ic  model o f  unionism 

f lo u r is h e d  under the Labour Code c rea ted  in  1943, the  “new 

u n io n is t "  movement has sought to  change the labour laws and 

to  o f f e r  a coherent view of  a l t e r n a t i v e  forms o f  o r g a n is a t io n  

and m o b i l i s a t i o n .  Union r e p re s e n ta t io n  a t  the s h o p - f lo o r  

l e v e l  and g r e a t e r  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  o f  lea de rs  to  the  rank and 

f i l e  were keenly  pursued o b je c t iv e s .  The emergence o f  d i r e c t  

n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management and the occurrence o f  s t r i k e s  

touched the  very  h e a r t  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  labour laws.  

Moreover, breaking w ith  the regu la te d  p a t te rn  o f  v e r t i c a l  

o r g a n is a t io n ,  the  "new u n io n is t"  movement crea ted  a l t e r n a t i v e  

h o r i z o n t a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  and a new c o n fe d era t io n  o f  workers  

c o n t r o l l e d  d i r e c t l y  by the unions.

I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  the "new u n io n is t"  movement 

should be d e f in ed  in  o p po s i t io n  to  the  p o p u l is t  and 

b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism. Furthermore, the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  

the new movement, when i t  emerged in the  end o f  the 1970s, 

was de f in ed  around th re e  se ts  o f  p ro p o s i t io n s  ( 4 ) :

1. The "new u n io n is t"  union is  more m i l i t a n t :

4. My own syn th es is  has been based on the f o l lo w in g  
l i t e r a t u r e :  A lva ro  Moises, J. "What is  the S t ra te g y  o f  the  
"New Synd ica l ism ?" ,  L a t in  American P e r s p e c t iv e s . 1982; 
Humphrey, J. "As Raizes e os Desaf ios  do "Novo" S ind ica l ism o  
da I n d u s t r i a  Automobi1 i s t i c a "  in  R e v is ta  Estudos CEBRAP. 1980 
and C a p i t a l i s t  Control  and Workers S t ru g g le  in the  B r a z i l i a n  
Auto I n d u s t r y . 1982; Tavares de Almeida, M. “Novas Demandas, 
Novos D i r e i t o s :  Exper ienc ias  do S in d ica l ism o  P a u l i s t a  na
U lt im a  Decada" in  Dados, 1983; Keck, M. "New Unionism in the  
B r a z i l i a n  T r a n s i t i o n "  in Democrat iz ing B r a z i l . 1989 and 
M ore ira  A lves ,  M, "Trade Unions in  B r a z i l :  A Search f o r
Autonomy and O rg an iz a t io n "  in Labor Autonomy and the S ta te  in  
L a t in  Am erica , 1988^ among o th e rs .
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a. In  i t s  g r e a te r  p ropens ity  to  s t r i k e .

b. In  the forms o f  s t ru g g le  i t  chooses.

c. By the p o l i t i c i s e d  use of  lega l  channels .

d. By in t ro d u c in g  issues which quest ion  the o r g a n is a t io n  
of  product ion .

2. The "new u n io n is t"  unions are more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  
t h e i r  rank and f i l e :

a. They a l low  f o r  the emergence o f  new p ro ta g o n is ts  as
union leaders  (5 ) .

b. They a l lo w  f o r  and encourage workplace  
re p r e s e n t a t i  on .

c. They a t tem pt  to  broaden the basis o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by 
org a n is in g  u n io n is a t io n  campaigns.

d. They a l low  f o r  sys tem at ic  union e l e c t i o n s  under  
c o n d i t io n s  of  g r e a te r  freedom and c o m p et i t io n .

3. The "new u n io n is t "  movement is  not s imply a t ra d e  
union tendency but:

a. I t  is  a lso  an arena of  s t ru g g le s  f o r  s o c ia l  and
p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s .

b. I t  quest ions the  very  l i m i t s  o f  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  s t a t e  
by c r e a t in g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  fo r  the expansion o f  working

c la ss  c i t i z e n s h i p .

5. Although l a r g e l y  composed o f  new, "a u th e n t ic "  le a d e rs ,  
the "new u n io n is t"  movement a lso  incorpora ted  some former  
b u re a u c ra t ic  leaders  who grasped the e x te n t  o f  the  changes 
t h a t  were ta k in g  p lace  and a l t e r e d  t h e i r  r h e t o r i c  and 
p r a c t i c e  a c c o rd in g ly .  However, as t ime elapsed and 
a l t e r n a t i v e s  to  m i l i t a r y  r u le  emerged and d e m o cra t is a t ion  
expanded, problems o f  d i v i s i o n  and p o l i t i c a l  c o n te n t ion  
between these d i f f e r e n t  types of "new u n io n is t"  leaders  
deepened. These d i v i s i o n s  achieved formal express ion  by the  
end o f  the 1980s w i th  the es tab l ish m e nt  o f  th re e  
w o rk e rs ’ c o n fe d e r a t io n s : the Centra l  Unica dos Trabalhadores -  

CUT (C e n tra l  Union o f  W orkers) ,  under the  in f lu e n c e  o f  Lula  
and the W orker ’ s P ar ty ;  the  C entra l  Geral dos Traba lhadores  -  

CGT (General W orkers’ C o n fe d e ra t io n ) led by Joaquim dos 
Santos de^ Andrade and Luiz  Antonio Medeiros and the  
Confederapao Geral dos Trabalhadores -  CGT (General  
C on federa t io n  o f  Workers) led by Antonio M a g r i . I  w i l l  r e tu rn  
to  the  issues un d e r ly in g  these s p l i t s  in  Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  
th e s i  s .

18



This  th e s is  takes up the "new u n io n is t"  debate and

attem pts  to  assess how the general c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  de f in ed  

above have developed in the past ten years .

The s t a r t i n g  p o in t  o f  the  th e s is  is  the  r e d e f i n i t i o n  o f  

union pol i t i c s  in the l i g h t  of  the "new u n io n is t"  movement 

which lead us to  the a n a ly s is  o f  two areas o f  i n d u s t r i a l  

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n ,  namely the  union and the s h o p - f l o o r . One 

area o f  a n a ly s is  is  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between manual workers,  

as a rank and f i l e ,  and t h e i r  union le a d e rs h ip .  Th is  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  is  formal and i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  in the  sense 

t h a t  th e re  is  a lega l  framework which re g u la te s  the p o l i t i c s ,  

f in an ces  and a d m in is t ra t io n  o f  the union.

Another area  o f  a n a ly s is  is  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  where

our focus w i l l  be on, f o r  example, the d a y - to -d a y  p o l i t i c s  o f

workers in  fa ce  of  the production process, the working

c o n d i t io n s  and the ways in which s h o p - f lo o r  workers m o b i l is e  

and organ ise  around s p e c i f i c  goals .

The aim o f  the "new u n io n is t"  union, was t h a t  the two,

le v e ls  o f  i n d u s t r i a l  a c t iv is m  -  the union and the s h o p - f lo o r  

-  should be c lo s e ly  r e la t e d  to  each o th e r .  However, t h i s  

p r i n c i p l e  is  not here taken f o r  granted but is  developed as 

a research problem. Indeed the major focus o f  t h i s  th e s is  

w i l l  be around the issue o f  union democracy and the e x te n t  to  

which the  rank and f i l e  has become adequate ly  represented by 

the "new u n io n is t "  union. My a n a l y t i c a l  frame o f  re fe re n c e  

may be found in  two t h e o r e t i c a l  p e rs p e c t iv e s :  namely, the

debate on union democracy found w i t h in  p o l i t i c a l  so c io lo g y ,
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and the concept o f  a " p o l i t i c s  of  product ion"  found w i t h in  

the labour process debate.  Before fo rm u la t in g  the main 

research ques t ion s ,  the t h e o r e t i c a l  framework of  the t h e s is  

w i l l  be discussed.

2. Frames o f  Reference.  Issues in  P o l i t i c a l  Sociology

2 . 1 .  Robert  M ic h e l s ’ Paradigm. Union Democracy and 01 ig a r c h ic  

Rule

This  t h e s is  departs  from issues in  p o l i t i c a l  so c io log y ,  

der ived  from the  c e n t ra l  problem o f  union democracy. The 

quest ion o f  union democracy and the  degree to  which union  

members are  represented  by t h e i r  leaders  has been the s u b je c t  

of  an almost century  o ld  debate. M ic h e l s ’ idea of  "an i ro n  

law o f  o l ig a rc h y "  se t  the agenda f o r  t h i s  debate in p o l i t i c a l  

socio logy ( 6 ) .

6. Several au thors  have argued t h a t  a lthough i t  is  almost  
impossible to  e s t a b l i s h  a s i g n i f i c a n t  t h e o r e t i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  
between p o l i t i c a l  science and p o l i t i c a l  soc io logy ,  the  
emergence o f  p o l i t i c a l  socio logy as an independent area  o f  
i n v e s t ig a t io n  on ly  occurred when a c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
the s o c ia l  and the p o l i t i c a l  was e s ta b l is h e d .  P izzorno  
( 1 9 7 1 : 7 - 8 )  has located  t h i s  process in  the n in e tee n th  
ce ntu ry ,  when the  idea o f  " c i v i l  s o c ie ty "  emerged in  
op po s i t io n  to  the  concept o f  s t a t e .  However, since these  
concepts were born in the co ntex t  o f  an emergent c a p i t a l i s t  
economy and the  domain of  the  bourgeo is ie  as a c la s s ,  the  
arena o f  p o l i t i c s  was s tud ied  as h ig h ly  determined by o th e r  
s t r u c t u r a l  f a c t o r s .

According to  Bottomore ( 1 9 7 9 : 8 ) ,  th e  quest ion  o f  whether  
and the degree to  which p o l i t i c s  is  dependent on or  
autonomous o f  the s o c ia l  s t r u c t u r e ,  has been a major p o in t  o f  
controversy  in  p o l i t i c a l  socio logy up to  today. Although  
l a t t e r  day M a rx is ts  w i l l  g ive a more complex account, i t  is  
f a i r  to  say t h a t  Marx stands as the fo rm u la to r  o f  the idea o f  
complete dependence o f  the p o l i t i c a l  upon o ther  so c ia l  
fo rc e s .  T o c q u e v i l l e ,  on the o th e r  hand, w i th  h is  work on the
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M ic h e ls ’ main argument on the i ro n  law of  o l ig a r c h y  

co nta ins  th re e  basic  p ro p o s i t io n s  ( 7 ) .  F i r s t l y ,  he m a in ta ins  

t h a t  the search f o r  o r g a n is a t io n a l  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the  union  

w i l l  lead to  an ever g r e a te r  d i v i s i o n  o f  labour between 

leaders  and the rank and f i l e .  The end r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  process  

is  t h a t  leaders  w i l l  increase  t h e i r  power -  in terms o f  

knowledge o f  issues concerning the union, autonomy to  take  

d e c is io n s ,  and co n tro l  over communication -  w h i le  the  rank  

and f i l e  w i l l  see t h e i r  r ig h t s  in c r e a s in g ly  r e s t r i c t e d .  The 

second p ro p o s i t io n  d e r iv e s  from the f i r s t  and holds t h a t  the  

power o f  the lea d e rs h ip  in o f f i c e  is  f u r t h e r  re in fo rc e d  by 

t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  in  remaining in  power. Leadership  ro le s  br ing  

a l l  s o r ts  o f  rewards e s p e c i a l l y  in m a te r ia l  b e n e f i ts  and

democratic  movement, fo rm ula ted  the idea  o f  the autonomy of  
p o l i t i c s .  By c e n t r in g  h is  study on the  democratic  p o l i t i c a l  
regime, T o c q u e v i l le  a t t r i b u t e d  an independent e f f e c t iv e n e s s  
of  the p o l i t i c a l  in shaping modern s o c ie ty  (P izzorno  1971:9  
and Bottomore 1 9 7 9 :1 0 ) .  The study o f  the  p o l i t i c a l  as an 
autonomous o b je c t  was l a t e r  b e t t e r  e la b o ra te d  by o ther  s o c ia l  
t h in k e r s ,  Max Weber being e s p e c i a l l y  i n f l u e n t i a l ,  w i th  h is  
i n t e r e s t  in  the ideas o f  "power" and "domination" and h is  
id ea l  t y p i c a l  "forms o f  domination" (Weber 1978 V o l .  2 and 
Aron 19 8 2 :5 1 3 ) .  For more d e t a i l s ,  see P izzorno ,  A. P o l i t i c a l  
S o c io lo g y . (P iz z o rn o ,  A. e d i t o r )  1971; Bottomore, T. 
P o l i t i c a l  S o c io lo g y . 1979; Weber, M. Economy and S o c i e t y . 
1978. V o l .  2 and Vol 3; and Aron, R. As Etapas do Pensamento 
S o c io lo g ic o . 1982.

7. I t  is  im portant  to  note t h a t  a l though M ic h e ls ’ th e s is  
gained the  s t a tu s  o f  a "u n iv ersa l  p ro p o s i t io n "  over the  
years ,  h is  source o f  e m p ir ic a l  in fo rm a t io n  was not a general  
comparative a n a ly s is  o f  d i f f e r e n t  unions, but the a n a ly s is  o f  
the German Socia l  Democratic p a r ty  and i t s  r e l a t i o n s  w i th  the  
German unions and w o rk in g -c la s s .  For a good c r i t i q u e  o f  the  
problem o f  g e n e r a l i s a t io n  of  M ic h e l s ’ P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i e s , see 
Cook, P. "Robert M ic h e l ’ s P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i e s  in P e rs p e c t iv e " .  
The Journal o f  P o l i t i c s . 1971 pages 794 -795 .  See a lso on the  
s u b je c t  M a r t in ,  "The E f f e c t s  o f  Recent Changes in I n d u s t r i a l  
C o n f l i c t " .  The Resurgence o f  Class C o n f l i c t  in  Western Europe 
Since 1968. Vol 2. 1978 page 122.
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s t a tu s .  According to  M ic h e ls ,  these w i l l  t i e  the  le a d e rs h ip  

to  maintenance o f  the  s ta tu s -q u o  so t h a t  they can cont inue  to  

b e n e f i t  from the system. The r a t i o n a l e  o f  the le a d e rs h ip  

s h i f t s  from one o f  re p re s en t in g  the needs and demands o f  i t s  

base, to  a search f o r  i t s  own p re s e rv a t io n  in  power.

This br ings us to  the  t h i r d  p r o p o s i t io n ,  which s t a t e s  

t h a t  the process o f  o l i g a r c h i c  ru le  r e s u l t s  in the  emergence 

of  a n ta g o n is t ic  i n t e r e s t s  between le a de rs h ip  and rank and 

f i l e .  The le a d e rs h ip ,  in  M ic h e ls ’ v iew, w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  

in ve s t  in  the p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  c a p i ta l is m ,  w h i le  the  rank and 

f i l e  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i ly  pursue ra d ic a l  s o c ia l  change.

As Cook (1971)  po in ted  out ,  M ic h e ls ’ th e s is  r e s t s  upon 

two h ig h ly  q u e s t ion ab le  foundat ions:  namely, a) a th eory  o f  

lea ders h ip  in which s e l f - i n t e r e s t  accounts f o r  the  growing 

unreprese n ta t iv eness  o f  the leadersh ip  and i t s  quest to  

pe rpetu ate  i t s e l f  in power; and b) a view of  the w ork ing-  

c lass  as r e v o lu t i o n a r y  and n e c e s s a r i ly  pursuing c lass  

i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  e n te r  i n t o  c o n f l i c t  w i th  the "s ta tus -quo"  

i n t e r e s t s  o f  the le a d e rs h ip .

I t  might be argued t h a t  in the l i g h t  of  contemporary  

knowledge, M ic h e l s ’ s i m p l i s t i c  notions o f  " i n t e r e s t "  and of  

the d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  power have been superseded. Another  

c r i t i c a l  assessment o f  M ic h e ls ’ th e s is  is  given by H i l l  

(1981 :13 5 )  who suggests t h a t  goal displacement and o l i g a r c h i c  

tendencies  are not i n e v i t a b l e  outcomes o f  t r a d e  union 

o r g a n i s a t i o n . H i l l  addresses two issues to  put h is  case. 

F i r s t ,  unions have been weaker than employers f o r  most o f  

t h e i r  e x is te n c e ,  and t h i s  has g r e a t ly  in f lu e nce d  how union
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leaders  have pursued t h e i r  o b je c t iv e s :  in  o rder  to  win

acceptance from employers, unions have normally  had to  

moderate t h e i r  r a d ic a l  goals .  Conversely ,  when unions are  

r e l a t i v e l y  s t ro ng ,  they may be ab le  to  pursue t h e i r  members’ 

f u l l  range o f  i n t e r e s t s .

The second idea suggested by H i l l  ( 1981:137)  t h a t  

questions the " i n e v i t a b i l i t y "  o f  o l i g a r c h i c  r u le  is  the f a c t  

t h a t  union members can e f f e c t i v e l y  ve to  union l e a d e r s ’ 

p o l i c i e s  which r e q u i re  them to  ac t  or  re a c t  in  r e l a t i o n  to  

t h e i r  base. Th is  takes place even when the  rank and f i l e  

cannot compel the  union leade rs h ip  to  pursue p o l i c i e s  more 

consonant w i th  t h e i r  own a s p i r a t i o n s .

These c r i t i c i s m s  c o n t r ib u te  to  a more thorough study o f  

the union issue v i s - a - v i s  the workings o f  contemporary unions 

and the general and s i g n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  in  the p o l i t i c a l  goals  

of the w o r k i n g - c la s s . N ev er the less ,  M ic h e l s ’ th e s is  continues  

to  have re levance  as an agenda f o r  debate,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  

regard to  h is  c e n t r a l  quest ion o f  the e x t e n t  to  which "goal 

displacement" is  an i n e v i t a b l e  aspect  o f  w orkers ’ 

o rg a n is a t io n  or can be avoided by a p p r o p r ia te  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

arrangements ( 8 ) .

Several authors have sought to  respond and e la b o ra te  

t h i s  basic  theme, c o n c e n tra t in g  on the  formal aspects o f  

t rade  union governance. E d e ls te in  and Warner (1 9 7 9 ) ,  f o r  

example, concentra ted  on the p re s e rv a t io n  in o f f i c e  and

8. According to  H i l l  (1 9 8 1 :1 3 3 ) ,  goal displacement is  a 
process whereby union members’ goals are  subordinated to  
other  i n t e r e s t s .  Goal d isplacement in  o th e r  words, is  a 
process o f  d ivergence  between the union base ’ s conception o f  
i n t e r e s t s  and the o f f i c i a l  p o l i c i e s  of  the  leaders  in o f f i c e .
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membership p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and com p et i t ion  in  e le c t i o n s  as an 

i n d i c a t o r  o f  union democracy. M a rt in  (1968 ,  1978) centred  on 

th e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  opposing union f a c t i o n  ( 9 ) .  The author  

suggested a model w i th  a se t  o f  v a r ia b le s  which were 

considered to  c o n s t ra in  or favour  the  to le ra n c e  by union 

leade rs  o f  o p po s i t io n  union f a c t io n s  ( 1 0 ) .

In  an a t tem pt  to  o p e r a t i o n a l i s e  t h i s  s trand o f  the  

debate on union democracy, Roxborough (1 9 8 4 :1 3 3 -1 3 4 )  has 

o u t l in e d  fo u r  in d ic a t o r s  by which union democracy might be 

assessed, cover ing  areas which o ther  authors have discussed  

i n d i v i d u a l l y .  For Roxborough, a lthough no i n d ic a t o r  is  

i n f a l l i b l e  in  i t s e l f  and cannot be accepted i n d i v i d u a l l y  as 

an i n d i c a t o r  o f  democracy, taken to g e th e r  they c o n s t i t u t e  a 

reasonable  i n d i c a t o r  o f  formal union democracy. These 

i n d i c a t o r s  a re :

1) e x is te n c e  o f  contested  e le c t i o n s :

"where e l e c t i o n s  are  not held or are  not contes ted ,  the  
le a d e rs h ip  may be popular  and r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  the  
membership, but such a system would not u s u a l ly  be 
termed democrat ic .  Long per iods  o f  unchallenged  
le a d e rs h ip  almost c e r t a i n l y  p o in t  to  o l ig a rc h y "

2) tu rn o v e r  o f  lea ders :

"a lthough one lead er  might be s u f f i c i e n t l y  popular  to

9. For a more rece n t  a p p ra is a l  by M a r t in  on the s u b je c t  of  
union democracy, see Undy R. and M a r t in  R . ,  B a l lo t s  and Trade 
Union Democracy, 1984.

10. For a c r i t i c a l  e m p ir ic a l  rebuke o f  M ic h e l s ’ t h e s i s ,  see
L ip s e t ,  S. Trow, M. and Coleman, J. Union Democracy. The
In t e r n a l  P o l i t i c s  o f  the I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Typographical  Un ion . 
1956. For a M a rx is t  view o f  the problem o f  union democracy 
see Hyman, R. I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s .  A M a rx is t  I n t r o d u c t i o n . 
1975. For a more recent  debate about union democracy and
o r g a n is a t io n ,  see Fosh, P and Heery, E. Trade Unions and
t h e i r  Members. 1990.
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assure co n t in u a l  r e - e l e c t i o n ,  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  should be 
r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e ,  and low turnover  may imply th e  absence 
o f  democracy".

3) closeness o f  e le c t i o n s :

"provides ev idence o f  the s t re n g th  o f  o p p o s i t io n ,  
in c lu d in g  i t s  a b i l i t y  to  in f lu e n c e  union p o l i c y  or  
d e fe a t  incumbent le a d e rs " .

4 )  e x is te n c e  o f  permanent and organised o p p o s i t io n s :

"This f a c t  is  l in k e d  to  e le c t i o n s .  The g r e a te r  the  
degree o f  o r g a n is a t io n  and the more permanent the  
o p p o s i t io n ,  the  g r e a te r  the p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  the  
o p po s i t io n  w i l l  be ab le  to  in f lu e n c e  the le a d e rs h ip " .

Although t h i s  framework proposed by Roxborough organises  

an important  dimension o f  the problem o f  union democracy, i t  

deals e x c lu s iv e ly  w i th  the i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s ide  o f  union l i f e  

and ignores f a c t o r s  such as the ideology o f  t r a d e  union 

leaders and pressure from the membership which may a ls o  be 

s i g n i f i c a n t  ( H i l l  1 9 8 1 :1 3 5 -4 1 ) .  I t  does not address the  

in f o r m a l , less v i s i b l e  d a y - to -d a y  dynamics on th e  s h o p - f lo o r .  

This c o n s t i t u t e s  a c e n t r a l  problem fo r  t h i s  research .  Since  

the "new unionism" in  B ra z i l  proposes a new type o f  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between union leaders and s h o p - f lo o r  workers,  

grounded on the demands o f  the s h o p - f lo o r  and on a c t i v e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and r e p r e s e n t a t io n  of  the rank and f i l e ,  any 

comprehensive assessment o f  the past ten years must focus on 

the s h o p - f lo o r  a c t iv i s m ,  the id eo lo g ies  o f  t r a d e  union  

leaders and the  work s i t u a t i o n ,  as much as on the  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  l i f e  o f  the union. Management’ s s t r a t e g y  to  

organise work, wage and employment p o l i c i e s  and th e  lo c a t io n  

of  the p l a n t  in the  broader economic market, are  a l l  e lements  

which appear as im p o r ta n t ,  once the focus is  d i r e c t e d  to  the  

s h o p - f lo o r .  The qu es t ion  then is  how to  a r t i c u l a t e  these
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d i f f e r e n t  e lements so t h a t  the f a c t o r y  and s h o p - f lo o r  are  

given t h e i r  own due importance w h i le  a ls o  being located  

w it h in  the broader s o c ia l  context? Perhaps the  best  

complementary framework f o r  t h i s  purpose is  the one suggested 

by the labour  process debate.  In  the f o l lo w i n g  s e c t io n  I  w i l l  

discuss in p a r t i c u l a r  th re e  major c o n t r ib u t io n s  from t h a t  

debate: f i r s t ,  Burawoy’ s (1987) in t r o d u c t io n  o f  the idea o f  

p o l i t i c s  in to  the  arena o f  the s h o p - f lo o r ;  second the  s tud ies  

of the s o - c a l l e d  process in d u s t r ie s  such as s t e e l ,  which show 

the general tendencies  o f  management s t r a t e g y  and employment 

p o l i c i e s ;  and t h i r d ,  the  debate on f l e x i b i l i t y ,  which has 

fu r th e re d  i l lu m in a t e d  the p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  of  the process  

indus try  and the  general tendencies of  manageria l p o l i c i e s  

f o r  the w o rk force .

3. Frames o f  Reference.  The Labour Process Theory 

3.1 From Braverman to  Burawoy

Labour process theory  provides a general  framework f o r  

understanding the  c a p i t a l i s t  o r g a n is a t io n  o f  work, by 

br ing ing  the i n v e s t i g a t i o n  to  the p o in t  o f  p roduct ion .  

Braverman’ s s i g n i f i c a n t  development of  th eory  in  t h i s  f i e l d  

has been e x te n s iv e ly  rev ised  and expanded s ince the  

p u b l ic a t io n  o f  h is  Labor and Monopoly C a p i t a l  in  1974 ( 1 1 ) .

11. For c r i t i c a l  debates around labour process theory  see 
L i t t l e r ,  C. and Salaman, G. "Bravermania and Beyond: Recent  
Theories o f  the  Labour Process".  S o c io lo g y . (1 98 2 ) ;  Wood, S. 
The Degradat ion o f  Work?. 1982, and Cohen, S. "A Labour 
Process to  Nowhere?". New L e f t  Review. 1987. For more recent
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Braverman’ s work has become w ide ly  known among non

s p e c i a l i s t s  in  labour  process theory  f o r  i t s  p rop os i t io n s  on 

the in c re a s in g  d i v i s i o n  between manual and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

labour ,  the process o f  d e s k i l l i n g  and the expansion o f  

manageria l co n t ro l  over labour.  With the  development o f  the  

debate,  these l a s t  two p ro p o s i t io n s  have been c r i t i c i s e d  and 

enr iched by a n a ly s is  which shows, f o r  example, t h a t  th e re  has 

not been an in e x o ra b le  process towards d e s k i l l i n g  or t h a t  

management co n tro l  does not evolve in  an omnipotent and 

l i n e a r  way, as i n i t i a l l y  thought.  Despite  i t s  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  I  

wish to  show t h a t  labour process theory  can s t i l l  o f f e r  v a l i d  

p ro p o s i t io n s  in to  w o rk - re la te d  c o n f l i c t s  in  a c a p i t a l i s t  

soci e t y .

One of  i t s  basic p r o p o s i t io n s ,  which is  o f  d i r e c t  

i n t e r e s t  to  t h i s  study concerns "the c e n t r a l  indeterminacy o f  

labour p o t e n t i a l "  ( L i t t l e r  1 9 82 :3 1 ) .  Th is  p ro p o s i t io n  holds  

t h a t  th e re  is  a basic  d i s t i n c t i o n  between labour power and 

labour:  when labour power is  purchased by c a p i t a l i s t s  in the  

market f o r  the  o p e ra t io n  of  the  product ion  process, what is  

bought is  labour  power as p o t e n t ia l  labour power. The 

w i l l i n g n e s s  o f  the workers to  work and t h e i r  ac tua l  

engagement in  the  product ion  process are areas open to  

d is p u te .  Manageria l  p o l i c i e s  f o r  th e  o rg a n is a t io n  of

a p p ra is a ls  o f  the v a l i d i t y  and purpose o f  the th eo ry ,  see 
Wood, S . The Transform at ion  o f  Work? S k i l l .  F l e x i b i l i t y  and 
the Labour P rocess . 1989; Knights ,  D. and W i l lm o t t ,  H. 
( E d i t o r s ) .  Labour Process Theory. 1990; and Friedman, A. 
"Strawmania and Beyond. The Development o f  the Labour Process 
Ana lys is  and C r i t i q u e " .  E ighth  Annual Labour Process 
Conference. Birmingham. 1990.
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product ion  are  a response to  t h i s  problem, but the  ac tu a l  

outcome w i l l  depend on c o n f l i c t s  and n e g o t ia t io n s  between 

workers and management.

The d i v i s i o n  o f  lab o u r ,  work arrangements, job  

d e s c r ip t io n s ,  systems o f  d i s c i p l i n e  and rewards, the i n t e r n a l  

labour market ,  systems o f  pay and job  co n tro l  are a l l  arenas  

in which t h i s  basic  c o n f l i c t  is  played ou t .  In  my view one o f  

the most im portant  c o n t r ib u t io n s  of labour process th eory  has 

been to  show how t h i s  basic  c o n f l i c t  is  a r e a l i t y  in d a y - t o -  

day f a c t o r y  l i f e ,  in what I  c a l l  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s ,  and not  

only  as an i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  d ispu te  o f  the organised rank 

and f i l e  and t h e i r  union le a d e rs .  The i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  le v e l  

is  on ly  one aspect o f  the c o n f l i c t ,  not the complete p i c t u r e .

The o th e r  s ide of the co in  to  the idea t h a t  c o n f l i c t s  

are played out a t  s h o p - f lo o r  le v e l  is  the re c o g n i t io n  t h a t  

workers are p a r t i a l l y  t i e d  to  the i n t e r e s t s  of  c a p i t a l  which 

employs them. I t  fo l lo w s  t h a t  some le v e l  o f  consent is  

crea ted  a t  work which l e g i t i m i s e s  the r e l a t i o n s  between 

labour and c a p i t a l .  As s t ressed  by L i t t l e r  (1 9 8 2 :1 7 )  a 

f a c t o r y  re v e a ls  a t  one and the same t ime r e l a t i o n s  of  

c o n f l i c t  and e x p l o i t a t i o n  and r e l a t i o n s  of  c o -o p e ra t io n  and 

i n t e g r a t i  on .

The development of  s tu d ie s  concerning the " indeterm inacy  

of  labour  p o t e n t i a l "  is  r e l a t e d  to  a r e - e v a l u a t i o n ,  w i t h i n  

non-orthodox M a rx is t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o f  the view t h a t  the f a c t o r y  

is  e x c l u s i v e l y  an arena o f  domination and e x p l o i t a t i o n .  In  

the pa s t ,  the f a c to r y  was reduced to  i t s  economic r a t i o n a l i t y  

( c a p i t a l  v a l o r i s a t i o n ) ,  and s ince  c a p i t a l i s m  reproduced
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i t s e l f  in  t h i s  process, i t  was thought t h a t  any co un te r 

movement to  the domination o f  managers and the e x p l o i t a t i o n  

of  the c a p i t a l i s t  system, could only be found ou ts ide  the  

f a c t o r y  gates ,  in  the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  movement o f  w o rke rs ’ 

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .

Ana lys is  conducted w i th in  t h a t  framework would 

c o ncentra te  upon unions and par ty  p o l i t i c s  and take  organised  

and i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  la bour ,  as t h e i r  so le  focus .  I  in  no 

way wish to  deny the importance of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  arenas,  

s ince  i t  is  in f a c t  through unions and p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s ,  

t h a t  the workers as a c la ss  play a ro le  in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .  

What is  proposed in t h i s  th e s is  is  r a th e r  a complementary 

p e rs p e c t iv e  in which the m ic ro - le v e l  o f  w o rkers ’ p o l i t i c s  be 

analysed in a d d i t io n  to  the i n s t i t u t i o n a l  aspects of  

uni on i sm.

This  type o f  c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  however, w i l l  be found not in  

Braverman h im se l f  but in o th e r  authors w i t h in  labour process 

th e o ry .  One major c r i t i c i s m  of  Braverman’ s i n i t i a l  a n a ly s is  

is  g e n e r a l ly  known as "the missing su b jec t"  debate (Friedman  

1990:25,  Wood 1 9 8 2 : 1 2 - 1 5 ) .  This  r e f e r s  to  the  view t h a t  

Braverman om it ted  the  concrete  s t ru gg les  and o r g a n is a t io n  of  

the w o rk in g -c las s  -  a t  f a c t o r y  and union l e v e ls  -  which 

e x is te d  in the process o f  c a p i t a l i s t  development t h a t  he was 

descr i  bi ng .

Thompson (1 9 9 0 :1 1 4 )  d isagrees w i th  t h i s  c r i t i c i s m  and 

suggests t h a t  w o rk e rs ’ re s is tan c e  and c la ss  s t r u g g le  are  

present  in Braverman’ s work, as an "unseen constant  or  hidden 

hand" in the development of  c a p i t a l i s t  p ro duc t ion .  In  f a c t ,
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Braverman (1 9 7 4 :2 6 -2 7 )  h im se l f  was aware o f  t h i s  problem when

he s t a te d  t h a t  :

"No a t tem pt  w i l l  be made to  deal w i th  the modern 
w o rk in g -c la s s  on the lev e l  o f  i t s  consciousness,  
o r g a n is a t io n ,  or a c t i v i t i e s .  This  book is  about the  
w o rk in g -c la s s  as a c lass  in  i t s e l f ,  not as a c la s s  f o r  
i t s e l f .  I  r e a l i s e  t h a t  f o r  most readers i t  w i l l  appear  
t h a t  I  have omitted the most urgent p a r t  o f  the s u b je c t  
m a t t e r " .

As po in ted  out by Wood ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 4 - 1 5 ) ,  al though Braverman 

thought he had j u s t i f i e d  h is  methodological o p t io n ,  i t  

re s u l te d  in  a theory  w ith  a ra th e r  " c o n s p i r a t o r i a l " tone,  

since  c a p i t a l i s t s  appeared as organised and un ite d  w h i le  

workers appeared as a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the " o b je c t iv e  

c o n d i t io n s "  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  development. What was missing from 

Braverman’ s a n a ly s is  was a framework capable  o f  showing the  

m icro-processes o f  s t ru g g le  and re s is ta n c e  on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  

as w el l  as workers as agents in  t h e i r  s o c ia l  r e a l i t y .

Burawoy’ s work (1979a,  1987) has been w id e ly

acknowledged as having in troduced the "missing sub jec t"  in to  

labour process a n a ly s is  ( 1 2 ) .  W ith in  h is  th eo ry ,  two 

p ro p o s i t io n s  are p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e lp fu l  in  addressing the  

research problems t h a t  concern us here ( 1 3 ) .  F i r s t ,  w i t h in

12. Although they w r i t e  w i t h in  d i f f e r e n t  t h e o r e t i c a l  
frameworks, i t  i s  worth mentioning the im portant  c o n t r ib u t io n  
of  T i l l y ,  C. From M o b i l i s a t io n  to  R e v o lu t io n . 1979 and 
Johnson, J. "Symbolic Act ion  and the L im i ts  o f  S t r a t e g i c  
R a t i o n a l i t y :  On the Logic o f  Working-Class C o l l e c t i v e  
A c t io n " .  P o l i t i c a l  Power and Socia l  Th eo ry . V o l .  7. 1988 on 
the r a t i o n a l i t y  o f  w o rk in g -c las s  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n ;  and the  
more re c e n t  work o f  F a n ta s ia ,  R. C u l tu res  o f  S o l i d a r i t y . 
1988, as approaches in which the  w o rk in g -c las s  is  taken as a 
r a t io n a l  s o c ia l  a c to r .

13. For two reviews on Burawoy’ s Manufactur ing Consent. 
1979a, see Roy, D. "Book Review" in  Berke ley  Journal of  
Soci o l o g y . Vol XXV. 1980 and Peck, G. "The Labor Process 
According to  Burawoy". The In surge n t  S o c i o l o g i s t . Vol 11.
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h is  n o n - t e le o lo g ic a l  view of  the outcome of  c lass c o n f l i c t ,  

Burawoy ( 1 9 8 7 : 5 - 8 )  a t t e s t s  the  importance o f  w o rke rs ’ 

i n t e r v e n t io n  in  product ion  and s o c ie ty  but abandons the idea  

o f  the p r o l e t a r i a t  n e c e s s a r i ly  pursuing "the h i s t o r i c  mission  

o f  emancipation" ( 1 4 ) .  His p e rs p e c t iv e  t h e r e fo re  re q u ire s  

t h a t  " re a l  workers be examined in  t h e i r  p rod uct ive  

circumstances in per iods o f  tu rb u le n c e  as wel l  as o f  

p a s s i v i t y " .  Th is  view c o n tra s ts  s h arp ly  w ith  orthodox  

Marxism’ s p e rs p e c t iv e  o f  d e f in in g  a - p r i o r i  the outcome o f  

c la ss  s t ru g g le  and then judging the e x t e n t  to  which workers  

have been successful  or  not .

The second major c o n t r ib u t io n  by Burawoy is  the concept  

o f  p o l i t i c s  o f  product ion  which, as po in ted  out by Thompson 

(1 9 9 0 :1 1 7 -1 1 8 ) ,  has confronted two orthodox views: "one in

which on ly  the s t a t e  arena is  a p o l i t i c a l  t e r r a i n ;  the o ther  

of  a s o l e l y  economic base, w ith  a s u p e rs t ru c tu re  which is  the  

realm o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y " .

According to  Burawoy (1 9 8 7 : 8 ) ,  the  concept o f  " p o l i t i c s  

of  production" is  an a t tem pt  to  expand the understanding o f  

product ion  beyond i t s  p u re ly  economic moment so as e x p l i c i t l y  

to  inc lud e  p o l i t i c s .  The p o l i t i c s  o f  product ion  are s t ru g g le s

F a l l  1982. For a review on Burawoy’ s P o l i t i c s  of P ro d u c t io n . 
1987 ( f i r s t  e d i t i o n  1985) ,  see M o uze l is ,  N. "Factory Regimes 
in Comparative P e rs p e c t iv e " .  Contemporary S o c io log y . Sept.  
1986.

14. Th is  p o in t  has a lso  been taken by L i t t l e r  and Salaman who 
s t a t e :  " I f  one assumes a u n iv e rs a l  worker re s is tan ce  to
c a p i t a l i s t  c o n t r o l ,  i t  obscures the  e s s e n t ia l  v a r i a b i l i t y  o f  
worker r e s is ta n c e ;  some changes are  r e s is te d  more than  
o th e rs ,  some groups r e s i s t  more than o th e rs ,  some groups 
achieve a "n eg o t ia ted  o r d e r" ,  w h i l s t  some groups become a 
p r i v i l e g e d  e l i t e " .  See L i t t l e r ,  C. and Salaman, G. op. c i t .  
1982 page 256.
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over or w i t h in  r e l a t i o n s  o f  s t ru c tu re d  dominat ion,  s t ru g g le s  

which take as t h e i r  o b j e c t i v e ,  the  q u a n t i t a t i v e  or  

q u a l i t a t i v e  change in those r e l a t i o n s .  P o l i t i c s  o f  production  

in  Burawoy’ s (1 98 7 :25 4 )  d e f i n i t i o n  are  "s t ru g g le s  waged 

w i t h in  the arena of  product ion  over r e l a t i o n s  in  and o f  

production and re g u la te d  by production apparatuses".

3 . 2 .  The Labour Process and Process In d u s t ry

The case study of  t h i s  th e s is  is  based on s te e lw o rke rs  

from a modern and in te g r a t e d  s te e l  company. In te g r a te d  s te e l  

p la n ts  are c l a s s i f i e d  in the l i t e r a t u r e  as a process in dus try  

by v i r t u e  of  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  product ion  process and 

techno log ies  in v o lv e d .  In  t h i s  se c t io n  I  w i l l  d e f in e  the most 

important  fe a tu r e s  of process in d u s t r ie s  and p in p o in t  the  

general tendencies  of  workforce management, as suggested in  

the l i t e r a t u r e .  These p ro p o s i t io n s  w i l l  be used in the th e s is  

as an a b s t r a c t  framework, to  be compared w i th  the research  

materi  a l .

A process in d u s t ry  is  de f ined  by Aylen and C larke  

(1 9 8 5 ) ,  as one which executes ph ys ic a l -c he m ic a l  re a c t io n s  

over raw m a t e r ia ls  in order  to  ob ta in  the  f i n a l  product,  

through a f i x e d  sequence o f  machines. The product ion  process  

in the in te g ra t e d  s t e e l  p l a n t ,  is  the r e s u l t  o f  d i f f e r e n t  

phases of  p rod uc t ion ,  each one a semi-autonomous production  

c y c le .  As po inted  out  by Guimaraes (1 9 8 9 :1 )  the  c o n t i n u i t y  o f  

the process is  never abso lu te  and f o r  t h i s  reason i t  is  more 

a p p ro p r ia te  to  c a l l  these in d u s t r ie s  se m i-c o n t in u o u s . In  the
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production o f  s t e e l  f o r  example, th e re  are  fo u r  basic stages:

1) the t rea tm e n t  o f  i ron  ore and o th e r  m inera ls  f o r  b la s t  

furnace use; 2) the  product ion  in the b l a s t  fu rnace o f  pig  

i ron ;  3) the s t e e l  making per se and 4) the shaping and 

f i n i s h i n g  of s t e e l .  In  t h i s  sequence o f  s tee l -m ak ing  then,  

th e re  is s t i l l  a high le v e l  o f  n o n - in t e g r a t io n  between 

d i f f e r e n t  stages o f  the production c y c le .

Owing to  the na tu re  of the m a te r ia l  to  be produced -  

such as s te e l  or chemicals -  and the na ture  of  the production  

process, i e ,  p h y s ic a l -c h e m ic a l  re a c t io n s ,  human labour does 

not in te rven e  d i r e c t l y  over the  product,  but i n d i r e c t l y  by 

m onitor ing ,  c o n t r o l l i n g  and r e p a i r in g  machinery ( 1 5 ) .

Another c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  which d e r iv es  from the na ture  of  

the production process is  the in creas ing  use o f  automation.  

According to  Guerra F e r r e i r a  ( 1 9 8 8 : 2 ) ,  t h i s  tendency is  

r e la te d  w ith  the  a t tem pt  to  improve the product q u a l i t y  and 

to  reduce the d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  between the separate  phases of  

the production c y c le .

Despite  t h i s  t re n d  towards g r e a te r  automation,  

continuous process i n d u s t r ie s  are a lso  c h a ra c te r is e d  by 

f req uen t  v a r i a t i o n s  and a l t e r a t i o n s  in  the production process 

which technology i t s e l f  has not been ab le  to  master. This  

renders management dependent upon w o rk e rs ’ in t e r v e n t io n  to  

assure the c o n t i n u i t y  o f  the production process.

Of the many tendenc ies  pointed out by the theory  on 

continuous process i n d u s t r i e s ,  two are  o f  most i n t e r e s t  from

15. Besides s t e e l ,  o th e r  examples of  process i n d u s t r i e s  are:  
chemical,  o i l  r e f i n i n g  in d u s t ry  and paper manufactur ing .
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the  p o in t  o f  view o f  the  p o l i t i c s  of  production and th e  

c o n s t ru c t io n  of  the  o b je c t  o f  the th e s is  ( 1 6 ) .

The f i r s t  such f e a t u r e  of  process in d u s t r i e s  is  t h e i r  

p r o f i t a b i l i t y  p a t t e r n .  In  c o n tra s t  to  i n d u s t r i e s  o f  mass 

product ion  of  d i s c r e t e  products,  where p r o d u c t i v i t y  bears  

r e l a t i o n  w ith  the w o rk e rs ’ rhythm of  product ion  and the  

volume produced, in  continuous process i n d u s t r i e s ,  

p r o d u c t i v i t y  is  to  a g r e a t  e x te n t  independent o f  the  rhythm 

o f  work. According to  Borges (1 9 8 3 :2 2 -2 4 ) ,  i t  is  d i r e c t l y  

r e la t e d  to  the le v e l  o f  i n t e g r a t io n  o f  the many se para te  

phases of  the product ion  process and the  c o n t i n u i t y  o f  the  

c y c le  o f  p rod uct ion .  Moreover,  since the in d u s t ry  is  based on 

high investments o f  f i x e d  c a p i t a l ,  the o th e r  fundamental  

aspect f o r  y i e l d i n g  p r o d u c t i v i t y  and p r o f i t  is  the g r e a t e s t  

p o ss ib le  use o f  i t s  i n s t a l l e d  c a p a c i ty .  G rea te r  c o n t i n u i t y  o f  

the production c y c le  is  dependent on the le v e l  o f  technology  

and automation o f  the p l a n t  and on the  in t e r v e n t i o n  o f  

" s t r a t e g ic "  workers.

This br ings us to  the second general  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  

i n t e r e s t  here.  Process i n d u s t r i e s  help to  c re a te  a workplace  

where the in t e r v e n t io n  o f  c e r t a i n  groups o f  workers becomes 

fundamental to  the c o n t in u a t io n  of  the process o f  p rod uc t ion .

16. I  am aware o f  the  danger one faces o f  f a l l i n g  i n t o  a 
" tech no log ic a l  d e t e r m in is t "  argument, when r e l a t i n g  type  o f  
technology w ith  manageria l  p o l i c i e s .  What I  seek to  show is  
the  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the s k i l l s  needed f o r  the  
production of  s t e e l  and the  under ly ing  ch a l le nges  f o r  
management, due to  the  n a tu re  of  the products and the process  
of  production o f  process in d u s t r ie s .  I  w i l l  show in  the  
fo l lo w in g  chapters  how th e  "general t rends" o u t l in e d  in  t h i s  
in t ro d u c t io n  are played out v i s - a - v i s  market c o m p e t i t io n ,  
employment p o l i c i e s  and s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s .
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These groups o f  workers w i l l  be c a l l e d  " s t r a te g ic "  because 

t h e i r  in t e r v e n t io n  and d i s c r e t i o n  is  needed e i t h e r  to  change 

th e  course o f  a c e r t a i n  process or to  m ain ta in  the machinery  

in  a p p ro p r ia te  o p e r a t io n .  Workers’ in t e r v e n t io n  is  

" s t r a t e g i c "  in reducing the  number o f  stoppages and 

d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s  in the  production process and hence in  

assur ing  g re a te r  in t e g r a t i o n  o f  the d i f f e r e n t  phases o f  the  

product ion  c y c le .  This  p o in t  ra ise s  i n t e r e s t i n g  issues f o r  

the  management of  the  workforce and f o r  the type o f  

" d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n s "  which emerge between workers.

As pointed out by Guerra F e r r e i r a  (1 9 8 8 ) ,  Guimaraes 

(1989 )  and Borges (1 9 8 3 ) ,  because " s t r a t e g i c  workers" have a 

key r o le  in support ing the c o n t i n u i t y  of  the production  

process, managerial p o l i c i e s  w i l l  seek to  " s t a b i l i s e "  t h i s  

group of  "core" workers,  c r e a t in g  a p a r t i c u l a r  type o f  

i n t e r n a l  labour market. At the same t im e ,  management wi 11 t r y  

to  implement f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  of jo b - re d e s ig n  to  improve 

w o rk e rs ’ le v e l  of  m o t iv a t io n  and w i l l in g n e s s  to  in te rv e n e  in  

the course o f  p rod uc t ion ,  as wel l  as help to  br ing  down 

manning le v e ls  and a l lo w  f o r  the f u r t h e r  automation o f  the  

pi a n t .

3 . 3 .  F l e x i b i l i t y  P o l i c i e s  and Process In d u s t ry

The issue of  f l e x i b i l i t y  appears in t h i s  se c t io n  w i t h in  

the co ntex t  o f  management p o l i c i e s  towards core workers in  

process in d u s t r i e s .  Labour process theory was o r i g i n a l l y  

based on the F o rd is t  paradigm, which r e f e r s  to  in d u s t r i e s  o f
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mass product ion  o f  d i s c r e t e  products.  Process in d u s t r ie s ,  by 

c o n t r a s t ,  produce by batch and cannot implement F o r d is t  type  

manageria l p o l i c i e s .  The d iscuss ion on f l e x i b i 1i t y  o r ig in a t e d  

as an a t tem pt to  address what came to  be known as the " c r i s i s  

of  Fordism" in the mid 1970s, a c r i s i s  which involved changes 

in  markets and technology and a d e c l in e  in  p r o d u c t i v i t y  ra tes  

( 1 7 ) .

In  very general terms, the  f l e x i b i l i t y  debate responded 

to  t h i s  c r i s i s  by focus ing on r i g i d i t i e s  in labour and 

employment p a t te rn s  found in  Fordism, as w el l  as changing 

r e la t io n s h ip s  between f i rm s  in  regard to  component s u p p l ie rs  

and the na ture  o f  i n t e r - f i r m  com pet i t ion  ( 1 8 ) .  The o r i g i n a l

17. As po inted  out by T o l l i d a y  and Z e i t l i n ,  by th e  mid
se ven t ie s  the post-war  boom had slowed in  many Western 
c o u n t r ie s ,  w i th  a small but v i s i b l e  slow-down in  p r o d u c t i v i t y  
and ra te s  o f  economic growth. At the same t im e ,  Japan 
presented a cha l le nge  by i t s  expanding market share in  many 
mass consumption goods, p a r t i c u l a r l y  automobiles and 
e l e c t r o n i c  goods. T o l l i d a y ,  S. and Z e i t l i n ,  J. " In t r o d u c t io n :  
Between Fordism and F l e x i b i l i t y " .  The Automobile In d u s t ry  and 
I t s  Workers. 1986 page 12.

18. I  am aware t h a t  the f l e x i b i l i t y  debate is  complex and 
co nte n t io u s .  I  w i l l  not e n te r  in to  i t  in a l l  i t s  depth since  
i t  is  not w i t h in  the scope o f  t h i s  th e s is  to  address a l l  the  
p o l i t i c a l ,  economic and s o c ia l  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  t h i s  debate.  
I t  is  worth no t ing  however, t h a t  the " f l e x i b i l i t y  debate"  
does not belong e x c lu s iv e ly  to  the arena o f  labour process 
th eory .  P io re  and Sabel (1984 )  f o r  example, have c rea ted  an 
autonomous debate,  and have coined t h e i r  own term " f l e x i b l e  
s p e c i a l i s a t i o n " .  There is  a ls o  the a n a ly s is  of  the French 
authors on the Theory o f  C a p i t a l i s t  R eg u la t io n .  Th is  l a t t e r  
a n a ly s is  t a c k le s  the c r i s i s  of  Fordism from a d i f f e r e n t  
pers p e c t iv e  than labour process arguments by encompassing 
issues o f  p rod uc t ion ,  p a t te r n s  o f  consumption and s o c ia l  
forms o f  c a p i t a l i s t  r e g u la t i o n  by the s t a t e .  Notw iths tand ing  
t h i s  c o n s id e ra t io n ,  I  d iscuss them under the " labour  process  
debate" ,  as suggested by Wood ( 1 9 8 9 : 2 0 ) ,  because these  
th e o r ie s  de par t  from a common ground, i e ,  the c r i s i s  of  
Fordism as a system o f  mass production and mass m arket ing .  
See P io re ,  M. and Sabel,  C. The Second I n d u s t r i a l  D iv id e .  
P o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  P r o s p e r i t y . 1984; and Wood, S. op. c i t .
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arguments in the f l e x i b i l i t y  debate in  th e  1980s have become 

more complex over the years .  One im portant  p o in t  o f  change 

f o r  example, d e a l t  w i th  the idea t h a t  Fordism had led to  

problems o f  contro l  over the workforce by management and t h a t  

new techn o lo g ies  and job  redesign o f f e r e d  a s o lu t io n  to  t h i s  

problem. The 1980s, w i th  the recession in many Western 

economies, la rge  sca le  shedding o f  labour in in dus try  and the  

t h r e a t  o f  unemployment have re s u l te d  in  a s h i f t  in the  power 

o f  t r a d e  unions and has changed the focus of  a n a ly s is .

As po inted  out by Humphrey (1 9 8 9 : 6 ) ,  w h i le  in the  1970s

the  c r i s i s  o f  Fordism was held by a n a ly s ts  to  be g r e a t l y  

lo ca ted  in  the r i g i d i t i e s  o f  p roduc t ion ,  th e re  was a s h i f t  o f  

emphasis in the 1980s on the problems o f  r i g i d i t y  in r e l a t i o n  

to  demand. In  the e a r l i e r  d iagnos is  o f  production r i g i d i t y ,  

i t  was assumed t h a t  the  F o r d is t  model o f  mass consumption 

w ith  i t s  assembly l i n e  n e c e s s a r i ly  led to  the in c re a s in g

segmentation and i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  work and hence to  

problems of  workforce m o t iv a t io n  and absenteeism. Management 

then responded to  the  problems o f  m o t iv a t io n  and c o n tro l  o f  

workers by in c re as in g  the  use o f  machines and technology.  

This  process was accompanied by the redesign o f  jobs

in c lu d in g  experiments w i th  f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and the  

i n t r o d u c t io n  o f  work teams.

In  the  1980s, the  d iagnos is  o f  the  F o rd is t  c r i s i s  was 

enr iched by a focus upon issues o f  co m p et i t ion  and changing  

p a t te rn s  o f  consumption. I t  was argued t h a t ,  as markets  

became s a tu r a te d ,  th e r e  was a g r e a te r  emphasis on q u a l i t y  and

198 9 .
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product d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n  (Humphrey 1989:6 and T o l l i d a y  and 

Z e i t l i n  1 9 8 6 :1 2 ) .  This  t rend pressed f o r  f u r t h e r  f l e x i b i l i t y  

and a s h i f t  away from r i g i d  te c h n o lo g ie s ,  as w e l l  as f u r t h e r  

changes in  working p ra c t ic e s  and r i g i d  jo b  demarcations.

The term f l e x i b i l i t y ,  which is  o f te n  used in a very  

general  way, can r e f e r  to  d i f f e r e n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  both machine 

and labour u t i l i s a t i o n .  I t  has a lso  been used to  r e f e r  to  a 

paradigm comprising a macro-economic a l t e r n a t i v e  to  mass 

p rod uc t io n ,  as suggested by P iore  and Sabel (1 984 :26 8 )  

( 1 9 ) .

On the o th e r  hand, the f l e x i b i l i t y  debate can be located  

w i t h in  labour process theory and can r e f e r  to  d i f f e r e n t

19. The debate i n i t i a t e d  by P io re  and Sabel (1984)  was ra ise d  
w ith  a s p e c i f i c  p o in t  in mind: the d e c l in e  in  economic growth 
in North America and the quest ion ing  o f  the idea t h a t  the  
model o f  mass production o f  d i s c r e t e  products was an 
in e x o ra b le  h i s t o r i c a l  outcome. I t  was suggested by the  
authors  t h a t  economic d e t e r i o r a t i o n  r e s u l te d  from the l i m i t s  
o f  the model founded on mass p rod uc t ion .  As an a l t e r n a t i v e ,  
the authors  suggested a change in  the model to  a new economic 
regime, which they termed f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  (P io re  and 
Sabel ,  op. c i t .  1984 page 4.

According to  P iore  and Sabel ,  f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  is  
de f in ed  as: "networks o f  t e c h n o lo g ic a l l y  s o p h is t ic a t e d ,
h ig h ly  f l e x i b l e  manufactur ing f i rm s  ( . . . )  based on 
m ult ipurpose  equipments, s k i l l e d  workers and the  c r e a t io n  o f  
an i n d u s t r i a l  community fa vou r in g  in n o v a t io n  and in te j— 
dependency between f i rm s"  (P io re  and Sabe l ,  op. c i t .  1984 
page 17 ) .

Many c r i t i q u e s  have been made to  the  f l e x i b l e  
s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  proposal .  Wood (1 9 8 9 :1 6 -1 9 )  has remarked on 
the a u th o r s ’ co nce n tra t ion  on the p o t e n t i a l  o f  new 
technology,  as i f  a l l  new technology was in h e r e n t ly  f l e x i b l e  
and t h a t  t h i s  f l e x i b l e  p o t e n t ia l  could be f u l l y  used.  
Schmitz (1 9 8 9 :1 0 -1 6 )  has c r i t i c i s e d  P io re  and Sabel f o r  
equat ing  mass product ion  u n p ro b le m a t ic a l1y w i th  r i g i d i t y .  In  
the l i g h t  o f  new technology such as " f l e x i b l e  au tom at ion",  
Schmitz argues t h a t  the s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
mass product ion  and f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  has become 
b lu r r e d .  For more d e t a i l s  see Wood, S. op. c i t .  1989 and 
Schmitz, H. " F l e x i b l e  S p e c ia l i s a t io n  -  A New Paradigm o f  
S m a l l -S ca le  I n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n " .  IDS Discussion Papers . No. 
261. May 1989.
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aspects o f  economic a c t i v i t y  (Wood 1989 and Humphrey 1989) .  

The d i f f e r e n t  forms of  f l e x i b i l i t y  inc lude:  f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  

product ion ;  f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  employment p r a c t ic e s ;  fu n c t io n a l  

f l e x i b i l i t y  and f l e x i b l e  i n t e r - f i r m  r e l a t i o n s  ( 2 0 ) .

Given the c r i t i c a l  assessment o f  the  whole f l e x i b i l i t y  

debate by the end o f  the 1980s, authors are  c u r r e n t l y  

p o in t in g  to  the need f o r  g r e a t e r  r ig o u r  in the fo rm u la t io n  o f  

these concepts and f o r  a move beyond the p o l a r i s a t i o n  whereby 

f l e x i b i l i t y  is  located  a t  one extreme and Fordism a t  the  

o t h e r .  Indeed authors l i k e  Humphrey (1 9 8 9 :7 )  and Wood 

( 1 9 8 9 :2 8 -3 0 )  have r e c e n t ly  in d ic a te d  t h a t  th e r e  is  

co ns iderab le  f l e x i b i l i t y  in Fordism and t h a t  i t  should be 

p o s s ib le  to  admit the importance of  f l e x i b i l i t y  w i th o u t  

having to  assume w i th  i t  the end o f  mass product ion  ( 2 1 ) .  

Making a s i m i l a r  argument from the f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  

s tance ,  H i r s t  and Z e i t l i n  (1 9 9 1 :6 )  have suggested t h a t  mass 

product ion  and f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  are i d e a l - t y p i c a l  

models and n e i t h e r  model could ever  be wholly  predominant in  

t ime or space.

20. For a d e t a i l e d  account o f  these d i f f e r e n t  aspects of  
f l e x i b i l i t y ,  see Humphrey, J. "New Forms o f  Work O rg an is a t io n  
in In d u s t ry :  t h e i r  im p l ic a t io n s  f o r  labour use and c o n tro l  in  
B r a z i l " .  Conference Paper. Sao Paulo. 1989 pages 8 -10  and 
Wood, S. op. c i t .  1989 pages 1 -2 .

21. Another contemporary t ren d  in  t h i s  debate,  is  the a t tem pt  
by authors  such as Humphrey (1989)  and S i l v a  (1 991 )  to  
discuss in a c r i t i c a l  view the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of  
"t r a n s f e r a b i 1i t y " o f  Japanese p r a c t ic e s  in  c o m p e t i t iv e  
i n d u s t r i e s  in B r a z i l .  For more d e t a i l s  see Humphrey, J.  "New 
Forms o f  Work O rg a n is a t io n  in  In d u s t ry :  the im p l ic a t io n s  f o r  
labour use and c o n tro l  in B r a z i l " .  Conference Paper. 1989 and 
S i l v a ,  E. "Remaking the  F o r d is t  Factory? Technology and 
I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  in B r a z i l  in  the l a t e  1980s". 1991.
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A f i n a l  p o in t  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  re levance to  t h i s  t h e s i s  is  

in o rd e r .  The " f l e x i b i l i t y  debate" has so f a r  focused e i t h e r  

on i n d u s t r i e s  producing under the F o rd is t  model o f  mass 

production or  on c r a f t  production and has s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

f a i l e d  to  address how the economic downturn and new p a t te r n s  

of co m pet i t ion  a f f e c t e d  and changed process in d u s t r ie s  such 

as s t e e l ,  chemical and paper manufacturing ( 2 2 ) .  As noted,  

the " f l e x i b i l i t y  debate" has s t i l l  much to  c o n t r ib u te  t o  an 

understanding o f  how process in d u s t r ie s  have responded t o  the  

economic c r i s i s  and changed t h e i r  p r a c t ic e s .  Attempts have 

been made by author  such as K e l l y  (1 9 8 2 ) ,  to  r e f l e c t  upon the  

f l e x i b i l i t y  debate f o r  process in d u s t r i e s .  In  a work based on 

experiments in " job redes ign" ,  K e l ly  (1982)  has researched on 

examples o f  jo b  redesign in consumer goods i n d u s t r i e s ,  

process in d u s t r ie s  and among c l e r i c a l  and w h i t e - c o l l a r  work 

( 2 3 ) .  K e l ly  (1 9 8 2 :1 1 3 -1 2 9 )  has shown how at tem pts  to  

in troduce work f l e x i b i l i t y  in process in d u s t r i e s ,  led  to  

experiments in  f l e x i b l e  work groups and v e r t i c a l  r o le  

i n t e g r a t i o n .  These experiments were c a r r i e d  out in the  1950s 

in chemical p la n ts  and paper m i l l s .

K e l l y ’ s book quest ioned the  idea,  as suggested by 

i n d u s t r i a l  p s y c h o lo g is ts ,  t h a t  jo b  redesign was a response by 

management to  personnel problems such as lack o f  m o t iv a t io n

22. P io re  and Sabel (1984)  are  an except ion  here. They have 
discussed in t h e i r  book how some new developments in process  
in d u s t r ie s  such as s t e e l  and chemicals can be understood as 
emerging examples o f  " f l e x i b l e  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n " .

23. The experiments in  jo b  redesign may be understood as 
attempts  to  increase  the  f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  labour by changing  
r i g i d i t i e s  in  jo b  demarcations and work arrangements.
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and absenteeism o f  the w o rk force .  The au thor  argues ins tead  

t h a t  changes in  product markets were more s i g n i f i c a n t  in  

e x p la in in g  the o r ig in s  o f  jo b  redesign than 1abour-market  

issues ( K e l l y  1982:vi  and 2 0 6 ) .  A f t e r  a comparison between 

exper im ents ,  th e  author concluded t h a t  the s o - c a l l e d  

"humanisation o f  work" was an a t tem pt  to  respond to  

co m p et i t ion  over product markets and t h a t  t h i s  com pet i t ion  

was i n t e n s i f i e d  by recession ( K e l l y  1 9 8 2 :20 6 ) .

K e l l y ’ s book has c o n t r ib u te d  to  the " f l e x i b i l i t y  

debate" in two important  ways. F i r s t ,  i t  demonstrated w i th  

e m p ir ic a l  ev idence t h a t  a t tem pts  were being made as e a r l y  as 

the 1950s to  increase the  f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  labour in mass 

product ion  in d u s t r i e s .  Th is  r e in f o r c e s  the argument put  

forward more r e c e n t ly  by Humphrey and Wood about Fordism,  

namely t h a t  mass production and f l e x i b i l i t y  are not p o la r  

opposites  and t h a t  th ere  is  a v a r i a b l e  degree of  f l e x i b i l i t y  

in  Fordism. Secondly, K e l l y ’ s work begins to  take  up the  

h i t h e r t o  i n c i p i e n t  debate on f l e x i b i l i t y  in process  

i n d u s t r i e s ,  which w i l l  be o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  use in ana lys ing  the  

case study .

4. Union Democracy and S h o p - f lo o r  P o l i t i c s .  S p e c i fy in g  th e  

O b je c t  o f  Study

I f  we take  as our s t a r t i n g  p o in t  the d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  

union democracy proposed by M iche ls  and Roxborough (1 9 8 4 ) ,  i t  

may be hypothesised t h a t  the b u re a u c ra t ic  type o f  union  

le a d e rs h ip  which predominated in  B r a z i l  u n t i l  the l a t e  1970s
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c o n s t i tu te d  an o l ig a r c h y  and imposed an undemocratic form o f  

union r u le .  The b u re a u c ra t ic  unions a l lowed f o r  very l i t t l e  

c o m p et i t io n ,  given the general  p o l i t i c a l  repression in  the  

country  and the absence of  e f f e c t i v e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  channels  

f o r  any opposit ion  to  present  i t s  c h a l le n g e .  On the o ther  

hand, given the arrangements o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  labour laws 

o f  the t ime,  the union le a d e rs h ip  was given m a te r ia l  and 

p o l i t i c a l  support by th e  s t a t e , i r r e s p e c t i v e  of the low le v e l  

o f  re p re s e n ta t io n  amongst the  rank and f i l e ,  as long as they  

acquiesced in the s ta tu s -q u o .  namely, the c o r p o r a t i s t  

r e g u la t io n s  them selves .

The "new u n io n is t"  movement, on the o ther  hand, 

questioned from i t s  very in c e p t io n  the a l l i a n c e  between union  

lea ders  and the s t a t e  and proposed a d i f f e r e n t  form of  power 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  w i th in  the  union. The rep res en ta t iv en e s s  o f  the  

new union leaders  was sought not o u ts ide  the  conf ines o f  the  

union, but from w i t h in  the rank and f i l e .  Thus, instead  o f  a 

basic  antagonism o f  i n t e r e s t s  between leaders  and base, as in  

the  former b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism, th e re  was suppose to  be a 

la rg e  area of  common i n t e r e s t s  between union leaders  and rank  

and f i l e .  Furthermore, as "new unionism" t r i e d  to  break w ith  

the c o r p o r a t i s t  labour laws and t o  in troduce democratic forms 

o f  union government, t h i s  should a l low  f o r  a s i t u a t i o n  in  

which the lea de rs h ip  is  in  o f f i c e  on ly  as long as i t  

represented i t s  members’ i n t e r e s t s .

A f t e r  ten years o f  "new u n io n is t "  p o l i t i c s ,  in  which the  

movement has spread to  o th e r  w o rk in g -c la s s  groups and o th e r  

regions of  the country ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  w i l l  address the quest ion
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o f  whether the  movement has in  f a c t  been ab le  to  develop a 

democratic  union o r ,  whether,  as time has passed, i t  has a ls o  

f a l l e n ,  a l b e i t  under new grounds, in to  the  " i ro n  law o f  

o l i  garchy".

Thus, ta k in g  the above question as a c e n t r a l  problem o f  

the  t h e s is ,  I  would suggest t h a t  two o ther  im portant  aspects  

o f  union democracy have been overlooked in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  

reviewed up to  now. One is  the na ture  o f  the  in t e r n a l  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the union. The o th e r  is  the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  and union demands.

I  w i l l  look in to  each issue in  d e t a i l  as fo l lo w s .

4 . 1 .  Union Democracy and the  O rg an isa t io n a l  S t r u c t u r e

Although the i n t e r n a l  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  a union is  c lo s e ly  

r e l a t e d  to  the type o f  r u le  p ra c t is e d  by the le a d e rs h ip ,  i t  

may be considered a d i s t i n c t  area of  a n a ly s is  w i t h i n  the  

discuss ion on union democracy. By the s t r u c t u r e  of  i n t e r n a l  

o rg a n is a t io n  I  mean the  u n io n ’ s a d m in is t r a t i v e  o u t lo o k ,  i t s  

f i n a n c i a l  base, the process o f  decis ion-m aking ,  the channels  

a v a i l a b l e  f o r  membership p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and the  type o f  

a c t i v i t i e s  proposed by the  union on a d a y - to -d a y  b a s is .

I t  would appear t h a t  the form of  i n t e r n a l  o r g a n is a t io n  

not on ly  r e s u l t s  from the  type o f  union goals  and the  

p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  the  o f f i c i a l s  in  power, but is  a ls o  

in f lu e n c e d  by the c o n s t r a in t s  imposed by the i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  system. The c o r p o r a t i s t  labour system in B r a z i l ,  

f o r  example, regu la te d  up to  1988 a l l  the f i n a n c i a l  a f f a i r s
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o f  unions, in c lu d in g  the ways in which dues could be used and 

the  u n io n ’ s a d m in is t r a t io n  could be s t r u c t u r e d .  The research  

quest ion  to  be ra ised  t h e r e f o r e ,  is  i f  and how th e  "new 

u n io n is t"  leaders  changed the  in t e r n a l  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the  

union, v i s - a - v i s  the c o n s t r a in ts  imposed by the Labour Law.

Another im portant  issue r e la t e d  to  i n t e r n a l  o r g a n is a t io n  

of  a "new u n io n is t "  union is  the way in which re p re s e n ta t io n  

is  e x e rc is e d .  The new movement was g r e a t l y  in s p i re d  by l e f t  

wing ideas o f  " d i r e c t  democracy" f o r  which s h o p - f lo o r  

o r g a n is a t io n  was seen as the best form o f  re p r e s e n t a t io n  and 

vo t in g  in mass meetings was seen as the best form o f  de c is ion  

maki ng ( 2 4 ) .  I t  may be the case, however, t h a t  as "new 

u n io n is t"  leaders  conso l ida ted  t h e i r  power in s id e  the  unions,  

they had to  develop more complex forms o f  re p r e s e n t a t io n  to  

c a te r  f o r  t h e i r  own i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s a t i o n  w i t h in  the  unions.  

One area o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  is  to  see how the  

proposals  regard ing  forms o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  have developed  

over the years ( 2 5 ) .

F i n a l l y ,  another  im portant  issue regard ing  the  i n t e r n a l  

o r g a n is a t io n  o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union is  the emphasis on the

24. For a good review o f  the  o r i g i n s  o f  the  ideas o f  " d i r e c t  
democracy" and s h o p - f lo o r  r e p re s e n ta t io n  w i t h i n  the  l e f t  wing 
labour movement, a t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l e v e l ,  see C a s t o r i a d i s ,  C. 
A E x p e r ien c ia  do Movimento Q p e r a r i o . 1985.

25. As po in ted  ou t  by Hyman, those who subscr ibe  to  the  
"passive" view o f  democracy, w i l l  most l i k e l y  c o n c e n tra te  on 
the arrangements f o r  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  power. Those who 
subscribe to  " a c t iv e  democracy" w i l l  most probably  
co nce n tra te  t h e i r  a n a ly s is  in respect  to  d i r e c t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
and the na tu re  o f  the de c is ion  making process. For a good 
discussion on t h i s  issue see Hyman, R. The Workers’ U n io n . 
1971 .
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union as a v e h ic le  f o r  m i l i t a n c y  and d i r e c t  a c t io n  o f  i t s  

members, as d i s t i n c t  from the union as a p r o v id e r  o f  w e l fa r e  

s e r v ic e s .  I f  we consider  t h a t  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  l e g i s l a t i o n  

emphasised the w e l fa r e  use o f  the union and t h a t  b u re a u c ra t ic  

unions s u b s t i tu te d  f o r  d i r e c t  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  by g ra n t in g  

widespread w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  t o  regard the  

types o f  p o l i c i e s  and a c t i v i t i e s  put forward by the  union,  as 

an im portant  i n d i c a t o r  o f  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n .

4 . 2 .  Shop-Floor P o l i t i c s  and Union Demands

As I  have in d ic a t e d ,  a proper assessment o f  ten years of  

the  "new u n io n is t"  movement must focus on th e  s h o p - f lo o r  

because o f  the very na ture  o f  the demands and dynamics o f  the  

movement. The framework proposed by labour process th e o ry ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i t s  p ro p o s i t io n s  concerning process in d u s t ry  and 

f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s ,  w i l l  a l low  us to  analyse th e  s h o p - f lo o r  

not as a s e l f - c o n t a in e d  system but as in s e r te d  w i t h i n  a wider  

te c h n o lo g ic a l  and economic c o n te x t .  Burawoy’ s concept of  

" p o l i t i c s  o f  product ion" a l lows us to  understand the  

c o n f l i c t s  played out on the s h o p - f lo o r  as a p o l i t i c a l  

express ion o f  in form al  movements, which have not ye t  become 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  by the union. With these c o n s id e r a t io n s  in 

mind, I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  th e  le v e l  of  

re p re s e n ta t iv e n e s s  o f  the  union leade rsh ip  can be r e la t e d  

w ith  the  e x te n t  to  which the  agenda posed by th e  " p o l i t i c s  of  

product ion" e i t h e r  changes the p o l i c i e s  o f  union o f f i c i a l s  

a n d /o r ,  is  transformed in t o  formal demands to  management or
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to  th e  s t a t e .  The na ture  o f  the  " p o l i t i c s  o f  production" and 

the  response given by management are r e la t e d  not on ly  to  the  

r o l e  o f  organised labour  in the wider s o c ie ty  but a ls o ,  as 

suggested by labour process th e o ry ,  to  the type o f  

c o m p et i t ion  in which the  company in quest ion is  engaged and 

to  i t s  p r e v a i l i n g  p o l i c i e s  of  workforce management.

4 . 3 .  F in a l  Remarks

To summarise t h i s  d iscussion o f  "union democracy", I  

would suggest t h a t  M ic h e l s ’ problem as to  whether goal 

displacement is  an i n e v i t a b l e  outcome o f  w o rk e rs ’ 

o r g a n is a t io n  and Roxborough’ s fo u r  in d ic a t o r s  o f  union 

democracy, should be complemented by two o th e r  p ro p o s i t io n s :  

namely, 1) t h a t  the na tu re  o f  the i n t e r n a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  

o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the union be taken as a f i f t h  in d i c a t o r ,  and

2) t h a t  the  e x te n t  to  which the union lea de rs h ip  takes up 

issues ra ise d  by the " p o l i t i c s  of  p ro d u c t io n " , be taken as a 

s i x t h  i n d i c a t o r  o f  union democracy.

5. The Case Study:

5 . 1 .  The S e le c t io n  o f  th e  Case

The s tee lw o rk ers  from N at iona l  S tee l  Company and t h e i r  

union, the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union have been s e lec ted  f o r  the  

case study on the grounds t h a t  they c o n s t i t u t e  a " c r i t i c a l
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case" o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union ( 2 6 ) .  Although the p l a n t  in  

quest ion  has been in o p e ra t io n  s ince 1946, i t  was on ly  a f t e r  

the v i c t o r y  o f  the union op p o s i t io n  in 1983 t h a t  the  f i r s t  

s t r i k e  among i t s  manual workforce  took p lace .

Since then, th ere  have been nine s t r i k e s  a t  the  p l a n t ,  

w ith  ever  g r e a te r  r a d i c a l i s a t i o n  expressed in ac t io n s  such as 

p la n t  occupations and the  expu ls ion  o f  management from the  

s h o p - f lo o r  by the workers. On fo u r  occasions -  October 1986, 

December 1986, August 1987 and November 1988 -  the B r a z i l i a n  

Army in tervened  to  end the  s t r i k e s  and occupations by 

re p re s s iv e  a c t io n .  In the  l a s t  c o n f r o n ta t io n ,  in November 

1988, th re e  s tee lw o rkers  were k i l l e d  and many more were 

i n j u r e d .  This  v i o l e n t  episode produced a wave o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  

among a broad spectrum o f  s o c ia l  groups in the country .  Th is  

m o b i l i s a t io n ,  to ge ther  w i th  a general disavowal o f  the  

government’ s economic p o l i c i e s ,  might e x p la in  the widespread  

l e f t  wing vote in the l e g i s l a t i v e  e le c t i o n s  o f  15 November 

1988. In  t h i s  e le c t i o n  the cand idate  from the Workers’ P a r ty  

(PT) won the o f f i c e  of  Mayor, in  Sao Paulo, B r a z i l ’ s most 

im portant  s t a t e  in economic and p o l i t i c a l  terms.

At the s h o p - f lo o r  l e v e l ,  in formal  a c t iv is m  had been 

t a k in g  p lace some years be fo re  the "new u n io n is t"  group took  

o f f i c e ,  in 1983. In  1979, and even e a r l i e r  according to  some 

accounts , a "Union Opposit ion Group" was born a t  the  shop-  

f l o o r .  But owing to  f i e r c e  repress ion  by management and the

26. By c r i t i c a l  case is  meant an em p ir ic a l  s i t u a t i o n  which 
meets a l l  the c o nd i t ion s  f o r  the  t e s t i n g  o f  a th e o ry ,  whether  
i t  con f i rm s ,  cha l lenges  or  extends t h a t  th e o ry .  For more 
d e t a i l s  on " c r i t i c a l  case study" see Y in ,  R. Case Study 
Research. Design and Methods. 1989 page 47.
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h o s t i l i t y  o f  the b u re a u c ra t ic  union lea d e rs  o f  t h a t  t im e ,  the  

"Union Opposit ion" i n i t i a l l y  remained an underground 

o r g a n is a t io n .  Only l a t e r  was i t  ab le to  grow in  s t re n g th  as 

an o f f i c i a l ,  i e .  open, union o p pos it ion  and to  cha l le nge  the  

o f f i c i a l  le a d e rs h ip  in union e l e c t i o n s .

A f t e r  1983, when the "new u n io n is t"  leaders  won o f f i c e ,  

they sought to  change the in t e r n a l  s t r u c t u r e  as w e l l  as the  

system o f  de c is ion  making and power d i s t r i b u t i o n  in the  

union. They a lso  made repeated at tempts to  expand the number 

o f  a c t i v i s t s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  to  encourage s h o p - f lo o r  

o rg a n is a t io n  o f  workers and fo rm a l is e  these movements through  

the re c o g n i t io n  by management o f  " s h o p - f lo o r  committees".  

F i n a l l y  the new le a d e rs h ip  sought new ways o f  c a r r y in g  out  

i t s  union p o l i t i c s  through " d i r e c t  union democracy" and a 

g r e a te r  t ransparency  o f  i t s  own p r a c t ic e  in o f f i c e .

This  whole o r i e n t a t i o n  generated a s e r ie s  o f  problems 

and dilemmas which over the years led to  s p l i t s  and d i r e c t  

c o n f l i c t  between workers ,  a c t i v i s t s  and le a d e rs .  A l l  these  

dimensions w i l l  appear in the main body o f  the t h e s i s ,  based 

on evidence generated from in -dep th  in te r v ie w s  and d i r e c t  

o b s e rv a t io n .  Although such m a te r ia l  is  not taken a t  face  

value but is  checked a g a in s t  o th e r  sources wherever p o s s ib le ,  

the o p in io ns ,  p e rc ep t ion s  and e v a lu a t io n s  o f  s te e lw o rk ers  and 

t h e i r  leaders  have been used as an im portan t  source of  

in fo rm a t io n .
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5 . 2 .  The Time Span o f  t h e  R e search

The research focuses on the period from 1979, when the  

o p po s i t io n  group was o f f i c i a l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d ,  up to  January 

1990. The l a t t e r  date may be seen as marking the c losure  of  

a c y c le ,  f o r  th re e  main reasons. I t  was in January t h a t  the  

s i x t h  annual agreement was signed between union and company 

managers, c o n ta in in g  c lauses of  a democratic  na tu re  such as 

the access of  union leaders  to  the s tee l  p l a n t ,  the  t r a n s f e r ,  

of  company in fo rm a t io n  and data to  the union f o r  the  f i r s t  

time and the e l e c t i o n  o f  a worker to  the post o f  p re s id e n t  of  

the CIPA -  Comissao In t e r n a  de Preventpao de Acidentes  

( I n t e r n a l  Committee f o r  the Prevention o f  A cc iden ts )  ( 2 7 ) .

Another im portant  f e a t u r e  of t h i s  per io d  was the  

conclusion and im plementat ion of  new s t a t u t e s  f o r  the  

i n t e r n a l  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the union, which f o r  the  f i r s t  time  

in troduced formal channels p e rm i t t in g  g r e a te r  t ransparency  

and a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  in  the  running of  the union. This  was done 

through the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  a c o l l e g i a t e  r u l i n g  o f  the  union,  

as opposed to  the  p r e s i d e n t i a l  s t r u c tu r e  as w e l l  as through  

the lega l  re p r e s e n t a t io n  f o r  in te rm e d ia te  s h o p - f lo o r  

1eadersh ip  ( 2 8 ) .

27. These issues are l i s t e d  in  the annual agreement signed on 
January 9, 1990, as c lauses 17, 21 and 24 r e s p e c t i v e l y .

28. The fo rm u la t io n  by the  union of  new s t a t u t e s  was a d i r e c t  
r e s u l t  o f  the p rom ulgat ion ,  in October 1988, o f  the new 
B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n .  As discussed in  g r e a t e r  length  in  
Chapter 2, the new c o n s t i t u t i o n  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  e l im in a te d  the  
M i n i s t r y  of Labour’ s c o n tro l  over the unions. I t  was no 
longer necessary, f o r  example, f o r  the M i n i s t r y  to  approve 
union s t a t u t e s .  Moreover,  f o r  the f i r s t  t im e in B r a z i l i a n  
h i s t o r y ,  the new C o n s t i t u t io n  allowed f o r  le g a l  s h o p - f lo o r

49



F i n a l l y ,  January 1990 marked the beginning o f  a new 

p e r io d  f o r  s t a t e - s e c t o r  workers in general and the  

s te e lw o rk e rs  of  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company in p a r t i c u l a r .  The 

newly e le c te d  B r a z i l i a n  P re s id e n t  Fernando Col l o r  de M e l lo  

committed h im se l f  p u b l i c l y  to  a p o l ic y  to  p r i v a t i s e  many 

p u b l i c l y  owned p la n ts ,  s t a r t i n g  w ith  the  N at iona l  Stee l  

Company. This  t h r e a t  posed new cha l lenges  f o r  the union 

l e a d e rs h ip  and the rank and f i l e  in V o l t a  Redonda, fo rc in g  

them to  re d e f in e  t h e i r  goals and t a c t i c s .  This  new period  

however, is  a separate  research s u b je c t  and w i l l  not be 

addressed in t h i s  t h e s is .

5 . 3 .  The Issue o f  G e n e r a l i s a t i o n  from the  Case Study

Although th ere  are  p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  the  

p o l i t i c s  o f  state-owned company employees, I  would argue t h a t  

t h i s  does not mean t h a t  the re levance  o f  the case study is  

l i m i t e d  to  unionism in s tate -owned companies. The argument 

has two main fo und at ions .  F i r s t ,  the s e le c t io n  of  the case 

was based on the f a c t  t h a t  i t  bears the t h e o r e t i c a l  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union, as de f ined  

p r e v io u s ly  in t h i s  I n t r o d u c t i o n .  The c r i t e r i a  were, as we 

have seen, a high le v e l  o f  m i l i t a n c y ,  a search f o r  g r e a te r  

r e p r e s e n t a t i  on of  the rank and f i l e ,  a c r i t i q u e  o f  the  

c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s  and the a t tem pt  to  overthrow them.

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . This c lause  is  conta ined in  a r t i c l e  11, under 
the heading Socia l  R ights  o f  the  new C o n s t i t u t i o n .  Source: 
C o n s t i tu ig a o  da Republ ica  F e d e r a t iv a  do B r a s i l .  Ediouro.  
1988.
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Second, the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  g e n e r a l i s a t io n  from t h i s  case 

study is  strengthened by the f a c t  t h a t  the  d i v is io n s  w i t h in  

organised labour in  B r a z i l  are  not grounded on d i s t i n c t i o n s  

between t r a d i t i o n a l  and modern s e c to rs ,  p r i v a t e  and p u b l ic  

se c to rs  or s k i l l e d  and non-ski  l i e d  workers.  The "new 

u n io n is t"  movement expanded throughout the country in  the  

1980s, through the emergence o f  "union op pos it ion  groups" 

competing f o r  union e x e c u t iv e s .  E i t h e r  they were successful  

and replaced the b u re a u c ra t ic  leaders  and c rea ted  a "new 

u n io n is t"  union, or  they were not successful  and the union 

remained a b u re a u c ra t ic  one. Moreover, as the "new u n io n is t"  

movement began to  s p l i t  in to  d i f f e r e n t  w o rk e rs ’ 

c o n fe d e ra t io n s ,  the  c r u c ia l  d i v is io n s  did not in v o lv e  

reg iona l  or s e c t o r i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  but a d i f f e r e n c e  o f  views  

about the u n io n ’ s r o le  in a more democrat ic  type of s o c ie ty .

In  t h i s  resp ec t ,  I  w i l l  t r y  to  show t h a t  the problems 

and dilemmas of  union democracy ra ise d  in  the research are  

i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  o th e r  "new u n io n is t"  s e t t in g s  around the  

c ountry .  However, s ince  t h i s  study is  not comparat ive,  i t  i s  

argued t h a t  the conclusions a r r i v e d  a t ,  should be te s te d  v i s -  

a - v i s  o th e r  "new u n io n is t"  unions.

6. The S t r u c t u r e  o f  the  Thesis

6 . 1 .  Research Questions:

C oncentra t ing  on the per iod  between 1979 and the  

beginning o f  1990, the th e s is  w i l l  seek to  answer the
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fo l lo w in g  se t  o f  research quest ions .

1. In  r e l a t i o n  to  the case study in q u e s t io n :

a. What types o f  in formal  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were 
found in the case s tudy ,  during the per iod  in  question?

b. How do the s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  r e l a t e  w i th  the  
o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work and with  management workforce  
p o l i c i e s  ?

c. How do workers assess the  e f f e c t iv e n e s s  o f  the union 
and how do they r a te  t h e i r  leade rsh ip  in comparison w i th  
the former p ro -s ta tu s -q u o  leade rsh ip  and in d e a l in g  w i th  
c o n f l i c t s  o u t l in e d  in  a and b?

d. How are the d ispu tes  and s p l i t s  among union lea d e rs ,  
a c t i v i s t s  and s te e lw o rk e rs  exp la ined  and j u s t i f i e d ?

Fi n a l 1y ,

e. How is  the "new u n io n is t "  union appra ised in  regard  
to  the s ix  in d ic a t o r s  o f  democracy fo rm ula ted  above ?

2. In regard to  n a t io n a l  le v e l  is s u e s :

a. Does "new unionism" c o n s t i t u t e  a sharp break w ith  the  
former b u re a u c ra t ic  form o f  unionism or does i t  show 
elements o f  c o n t in u i t y ?  What aspects ,  i f  any, have 
remained from the former p ro -s ta tu s -q u o  unionism?

b. Is  i t  poss ib le  to  address the "new unionism" a t  the  
Nat iona l  Stee l  Company as a second phase o f  a process  
i n i t i a t e d  a decade e a r l i e r  by the ABC metal workers? I f  
so, in what ways has the  second phase o f  new unionism  
advanced over the f i r s t ?

c. What r o le  in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  has been played by the  
unions under "new unionism" and t h e i r  c e n t r a l  labour  
c o nfe d e ra t io n s ,  in  the  process of  t r a n s i t i o n  to  
democracy? Has "new unionism" been ab le  to  expand the  
scope of  w o rke rs ’ p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in s o c ie ty  as f u l l y  
c o n s t i tu te d  c i t i z e n s  or are  workers s t i l l  under the  
c o n s t r a in ts  o f  " re g u la te d  c i t i z e n s h ip " ?  Has "new 
unionism",  in i t s  second phase, questioned the  s t r u c t u r e  
of  c o r p o r a t i s t  c o n t ro l  or  is  "neo-corporat ism" being  
constructed?
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6 . 2 .  The F o rm at o f  t h e  T h e s is

The form at  o f  the  th e s is  has fo l low e d  the  "opening-out"  

approach as suggested by Dunleavy’ s (1 9 8 6 :1 1 9 )  typology of  

" w r i t i n g - u p  models". This in t ro d u c t io n  has o u t l in e d  the  

o b je c t  o f  the th e s is  and the t h e o r e t i c a l  quest ions  which 

apply to  the issues being in v e s t ig a te d .  Chapter 1 discusses  

the  research design and f ie ld w o r k .  I t  s t a r t s  out from my 

personal exper ience  in the f i e l d  and t r i e s  to  system atise  the  

problems and ch a l lenges  o f  engaging in  research on a 

s e n s i t i v e  to p ic  such as unionism and p o l i t i c s ,  in  a working-  

c la s s  town.

P a r t  One of  the  th e s is  is  made up o f  two chapters  which 

prov ide  f o r  the s c e n e -s e t t in g  of  the case s tudy .  Chapter 2 

o u t l i n e s  the h i s t o r i c a l  background o f  th e  i n d u s t r ia l  

r e l a t i o n s  in B r a z i l ,  d e f in in g  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system and 

s e t t i n g  out the main p o in ts  o f  the CLT Law. A f t e r  t r a c in g  the  

f a t e  o f  the union movement under populism, i t  fo l lo w s  the  

major changes a f t e r  the 1964 m i l i t a r y  coup and the r i s e  of  

b u re a u c ra t ic  unions. I t  then presents the p e r io d  o f  b i r t h  of  

the  "new u n io n is t"  movement as w e l l  as i t s  major  

developments in the 1980s. Chapter 3 presents  a sh or t  h is to ry  

of  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company since 1946 and the  main 

f e a t u r e s  o f  the  company-town model which predominated up to  

the  1960s. I t  is  argued t h a t  the p ro g re ss iv e  reduct ion  

imposed by the government in  b e n e f i ts  f o r  s t a t e - s e c t o r  

employees, the general expansion of  the ed u c a t io n a l  system 

and the  growth o f  the  s t e e l  labour market can account f o r  a
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fundamental change in the i d e n t i t i e s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  genera t ions  

of  s t e e l  w o rk e rs . In  t h i s  chapter  the  r e l a t i o n s  between 

management, s te e lw orke rs  and union leaders  a t  the N a t iona l  

Stee l  Company are  located  w i t h in  the wider  co n te x t  o f  the  

economic s t r u c t u r e  in B r a z i l .  I t  is  suggested t h a t  the s t a t e -  

owned s te e l  sec to r  operates  w i t h i n  a " s t r u c t u r a l  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n " , being a t  once a c a p i t a l i s t  company and an 

ins trum ent o f  macro-economic p o l ic y .  The chapter  ends w i th  an 

o u t l i n e  o f  the company’ s employment p o l i c i e s  in the end o f  

the 1970s.

P a r t  Two then moves from the h i s t o r i c a l  background to  

the s u b s ta n t iv e  e m p ir ic a l  m a te r ia l  o f  the  case study. I t  is  

made up o f  th re e  chapters ,  each c o n ce n tra t in g  on a p a r t i c u l a r  

period o f  the case: 1979-1984 in Chapter 4, 1985-1987 in

Chapter 5 and August 1987-1990 in Chapter 6.

This  p e r io d is a t io n  is  based on the  developments in  the  

union movement, the c o n f l i c t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and the  

company p o l i c i e s  put forward in the d i f f e r e n t  per io ds .  The 

p ro ta g o n is ts  o f  the th re e  chapters are  the s t e e l  workers-and  

management from the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company and the union  

o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  from the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union. Each 

chapter  o f f e r s  a m ic r o - le v e l  a n a ly s is  o f  p o l i t i c a l  

developments in  the  process o f  b u i ld in g  a "new u n io n is t"  

union, a t  the  same time t h a t  i t  focuses on the c o n f l i c t s  and 

changes t h a t  were ta k in g  place on the s h o p - f lo o r .  The 

research f in d in g s  regard ing  the issue o f  union democracy are  

presented by way o f  showing the development o f  s p l i t s  between 

union f a c t i o n s ,  the  e v a lu a t io n  o f  the union lea de rs h ip  made
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by the rank and f i l e ,  and th e  types o f  problems and dilemmas 

faced by the "new u n io n is t"  union.

The reader w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  in these th re e  case-s tudy  

chapters ,  the p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  manageria l p o l i c i e s  precedes  

the discussion o f  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  and the p o l i t i c s  o f  

the "new u n io n is t"  union. This  order o f  a n a ly s is  d e r iv e s  from  

the view expressed in t h i s  In t r o d u c t io n ,  t h a t  s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c s  are a core element in the  a n a ly s is  o f  union  

p o l i t i c s .  Although I  do not wish to  argue t h a t  a l l  p o l i t i c a l  

developments a t  the  union le v e l  were the r e s u l t  o f  th e  

developments a t  the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  I  depar t  from these l a t t e r  

developments because the manageria l p o l i c i e s  p r a c t is e d  a t  

each period were the  source o f  many s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  and 

in f luenced  the le v e l  o f  p e n e t ra t io n  o f  the union and the  

o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the  workers on the s h o p - f lo o r .

At the same t im e ,  however, the goals and p o l i t i c a l  

o r ie n t a t io n s  of  union lea ders  and the dynamic in which th ey  

were involved as "new u n io n is t "  lea d e rs ,  a lso in f lue nced  th e  

course o f  events on the s h o p - f lo o r  and in s ide  the union  

e x e c u t iv e .  Government wage p o l i c i e s ,  the process o f  

dem o cra t isa t ion  which the country  was undergoing a t  the t im e ,  

and the general d ispu tes  o f  organised labour a t  n a t io n a l  

l e v e l ,  were f u r t h e r  elements in the framework in f lu e n c in g  th e  

course o f  events a t  s h o p - f lo o r  and union l e v e l .

Indeed, i t  is  a d i f f i c u l t  cha l lenge to  grasp an 

extrem ely  dynamic e m p ir ic a l  process in which the s h o p - f lo o r ,  

the loca l  and the n a t io n a l  le v e l  i n t e r a c t  and in f lu e n c e  each  

o th e r ,  and, a t  th e  same t im e ,  to  present  i t  in an organ ised
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and coherent p iece of work.

Following the "open ing-out"  approach proposed by 

Dunleavy, P a r t  Three o f  th e  t h e s is  ra ise s  two s p e c i f i c  issues  

which a l low  a system atic  l i n k  to  be drawn w ith  wider  themes 

of  n a t i o n a l - l e v e l  p o l i t i c s .  In  Chapter 7, the views and 

opin ions of  the group I  have def ined as " a c t iv e "  

s te e l  w orkers , are p res ented .  Three " p o l i t i c a l  types" are  

co nstructed ,  and i t  is  shown how the under ly ing  dilemmas and 

s p l i t s  w i t h in  the le a d e rs h ip  are  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  the  major  

issues posed to  the "new u n io n is t "  union a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l .  

Chapter 8 analyses one conten t ious  issue -  namely the  

r e la t io n s h ip  between a "new u n io n is t"  union and the  use o f  

the Labour Courts.  I t  is  argued t h a t  the "new u n io n is t "  union 

has made an important  p o l i t i c a l  innovation by p o l i t i c i s i n g  a 

lega l  channel,  a t  the same t ime t h a t  i t  has expanded the  

scope o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  o f  workers.

F i n a l l y  the Concluding Chapter r e - i n s t a t e s  the research  

f in d in g s  and systematises  th e  answers to  the  quest ions ra ise d  

in t h i s  In t r o d u c t io n .
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CHAPTER 1

RESEARCH DESIGN AND FIELDWORK IN VOLTA REDONDA, BRAZIL

1. In t r o d u c t io n

This  chapter  w i l l  o u t l i n e  the  methodological  design of  

the th e s is  and descr ibe  the two stages o f  f i e ld w o r k  c a r r i e d  

out in  V o l t a  Redonda, B r a z i l ,  in  1988 and 1990 r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

The o b je c t iv e s  o f  t h i s  chapter  are  f o u r - f o l d .  F i r s t ,  I  se t  

out the  general fo rm at  o f  th e  f ie ld w o rk  and e x p la in  why 

c e r t a i n  methodological  op t ions  were taken.  Before proceeding  

to  the d e s c r ip t io n  and the problems faced in the  f i e l d ,  I  

c l a s s i f y  the body o f  s i m i l a r  work on the s u b je c t  and the  

d i f f e r e n t  types o f  methodologies a v a i l a b l e .

Second, the chapter  o f f e r s  an account o f  the  c o n d i t io n s  

under which the research was undertaken and o u t l i n e s  the  

problems o f  conducting research in  a w o rk ing -c lass  town in  

B r a z i l ,  in a s i t u a t i o n  o f  sharp c o n f l i c t  between workers and 

management. Beyond my own e x p e r ie n c e ,  I  t r y  to  c a te g o r is e  the  

problems and cha l lenges  faced by researchers  o f  a " s e n s i t i v e  

to p ic "  such as union p o l i t i c s .  I  draw from the l i t e r a t u r e  on 

" f ie ld w o rk "  and the debates on the  " q u a l i t a t i v e "  method of  

data c o l l e c t i o n .

T h i r d l y ,  I  a t tem pt  to  show t h a t  although in  the past  

q u a l i t a t i v e  types o f  methodology were wrongly l a b e l l e d  "s o f t"  

in o p p o s i t io n  to  the "hard" q u a n t i t a t i v e  methodology, t h i s  

type o f  dichotomy has s ince  been overcome. Moreover, a
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growing body of  l i t e r a t u r e  has addressed issues such as the  

v a l i d i t y  and o b j e c t i v i t y  o f  q u a l i t a t i v e  data  in  the  

product ion  o f  thorough and system at ic  research r e s u l t s .  

F i n a l l y ,  I  b r i e f l y  discuss my use of  a new type o f  computer 

so ftw are  f o r  the a n a ly s is  o f  q u a l i t a t i v e  da ta ,  which was of  

g re a t  help to  me in the long and d i f f i c u l t  process of  

t r a n s c r i p t i o n , o rg a n is a t io n  and a n a ly s is  o f  the da ta .

2. The Methodological  Option

2 . 1 .  A General View o f  the  Problems a t  Stake

Today th e re  is  a growing body o f  op in ion t h a t  not only  

sees q u a l i t a t i v e  research as l e g i t i m a t e  in  i t s  own r i g h t  but 

regards q u a l i t a t i v e  and q u a n t i t a t i v e  research as two 

p o s s ib le ,  a l b e i t  d i f f e r e n t ,  ways of  c a r ry in g  out research  

( 1 ) .  The choice between methods, i t  i s  argued, should be 

guided by the appropr ia teness  in answering the p a r t i c u l a r  

research questions and not by a - p r i o r i  p re ju d ic e s  o f  the  

researcher  ( 2 ) .  I t  i s w i t h in  t h i s  framework t h a t  I  wish to  

j u s t i f y  my choice o f  method. The d e c is ion  to  c a rry  out a case 

study o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union was motivated by the

1. For more o f  t h i s  d iscuss ion see e s p e c i a l l y ,  Bryman, A. 
Q u a n t i ty  and Q u a l i t y  in Socia l  Research. 1988 and F i e l d i n g ,  
N. e t  a l . ,  L inking D a ta . 1987.

2. For a good discussion o f  the p re ju d ic e s  held by 
researchers  from each o f  the two f i e l d s  in  question see "The 
Debate about Q u a n t i t a t i v e  and Q u a l i t a t i v e  Research" in  
Bryman, A. op. c i t .  1988.
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r e l a t i v e l y  sparse m a te r ia l  on the  s u b je c t ,  as w e l l  as by the  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  case o f  the M e ta lw o rk ers ’ Union o f  

V o l t a  Redonda which, a f t e r  almost fo u r  decades o f  n o n - s t r i k e  

a c t i v i t y ,  became an in c re a s in g ly  m i l i t a n t  union. I  then  

f u r t h e r  decided t h a t  an i n t e r e s t i n g  research issue would be 

to  see how the workers and the union leaders  saw and 

ex p la ined  the events ,  as w el l  as how they assessed t h e i r  new 

union in a lo n g e r - te rm  p e rs p e c t iv e .

Given the focus on the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between leaders  and 

workers,on in formal  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  as w el l  as formal  

o r g a n is a t io n s ,  the q u a l i t a t i v e  method seemed more a p p ro p r ia te  

than q u a n t i t a t i v e  methods such as the survey.  Th is  choice was 

based on th re e  main grounds. The f i r s t  was the s e n s i t i v e  

nature  o f  the t o p ic  under i n v e s t i g a t i o n  ( 3 ) .  To research  

in to  w orkers ’ p o l i t i c s  and m i l i t a n c y  is  to  e n te r  a t e r r a i n  o f  

uneasiness, e s p e c i a l l y  in  B r a z i l  where involvement in the  

labour movement and m i l i t a n c y  could -  u n t i l  the e a r l y  1980s 

-  r e s u l t  in imprisonment or even in o th e r  more dram at ic  

outcomes. Furthermore, the general sense o f  danger f e l t  by

3. As po inted out by Lee and R e n z e t t i , a " s e n s i t i v e  to p ic "  is  
one "which s o c ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  regard as th re a te n in g  in some 
way to  those being s tu d ie d .  ( . . . ) .  A s e n s i t i v e  t o p ic  is  one 
which poses f o r  those involved a p o t e n t ia l  t h r e a t ,  the  
emergence of  which renders prob lem at ic  f o r  the researcher  and 
or th e  researched the c o l l e c t i o n ,  ho ld in g ,  and or  
dissem inat ion  o f  research d a ta " .  Lee, R. and R e n z e t t i ,  C. 
"The Problems o f  Researching S e n s i t iv e  Topics" in American 
B ehav io u r ia l  S c i e n t i s t , V o l .  33, No. 5, May/June 1990 pages 
511-512 .  Although my research posed no rea l  t h r e a t  f o r  
workers because I  guaranteed c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  and anonymity,  
the very idea o f  having a researcher  t r y i n g  to  o b ta in  
in te rv ie w s  w ith  them about unionism and p o l i t i c s  was 
i n i t i a l l y  th re a te n in g  to  the workers.  Moreover, the research  
was a ls o  " s e n s i t iv e "  f o r  the  researcher  who f e l t  many t imes  
t h a t  her personal s e c u r i t y  was put in jeo pa rd y .  I  expand on 
p o in t  t h i s  in the course o f  t h i s  ch ap te r .
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workers was aggravated in V o l ta  Redonda by a g re a t  

p o l a r i s a t i o n  between workers and managers, so t h a t  workers  

f e l t  very  th rea tened  by s t ra n g e rs  and i n i t i a l l y  regarded them 

as poss ib le  "spies" from the company. The argument here is  

t h a t  in  order  to  f i n d  workers w i l l i n g  to  be in te rv ie w e d  and 

then to  ob ta in  v a l i d  s ta tements ,  i t  was necessary to  

e s t a b l i s h  "networks o f  t r u s t "  between workers and le a d e rs  and 

m yse lf .  And i t  seemed t h a t  the best way to  e s t a b l i s h  " t r u s t "  

between researcher  and in te rv ie w e e  would be through the  

longer term presence o f  the  researcher  in  the f i e l d  and the  

use o f  long, in -d e p th  in t e r v ie w s .

The second f a c t o r  in  my choice o f  method was the  na tu re  

of  the answers being pursued. I  would argue t h a t  i t  was 

through in -dep th  in te r v ie w s  t h a t  i t  became p o s s ib le  to  

overcome two types o f  problems. One was the need t o  break  

w ith  the "ready made" d iscourse  of  some of  the p o l i t i c a l l y  

a r t i c u l a t e  union leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  -  which made i t  

d i f f i c u l t  f o r  the rese arche r  to  understand s u b s ta n t iv e  issues  

such as the unde r ly ing  na tu re  of  p o l i t i c a l  s p l i t s  or the  

types o f  " n o n - e x p l i c i t "  goals pursued by le a d e rs .  In  t h i s  

resp ec t ,  in -depth  in te r v ie w s  w i th  a f l e x i b l e  schedule a l lowed  

me to  re tu rn  and sometimes i n s i s t  on the c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  

c e r t a i n  p o in ts .  The second problem arose a t  the  o th e r  

extreme, in  in te rv ie w s  w i th  people who were not a r t i c u l a t e ,  

not organised and sometimes very r e t i c e n t  to  engage in  

conversa t ion  about a " s e n s i t i v e  t o p i c " .  For t h i s  group, long 

and open in te rv ie w s  w i th  f a c e - t o - f a c e  i n t e r a c t i o n  a l lowed f o r  

the b u i ld in g  up o f  " t r u s t "  and " rapport"  between in te r v ie w e e
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and in t e r v ie w e r ,  as w el l  as f o r  the use o f  the  w o rk e rs ’ own 

language and terms, which in many ways made i t  e a s ie r  to  

solve  the  communication problem ( 4 ) .

The t h i r d  f a c t o r  in  my choice o f  method was r e la t e d  w i th  

the o th e r  two and concerned the problem o f  the  type o f  data  

I  wished to  g a th e r .  In  view o f  the f a c t  t h a t  the  research was 

about formal union a c t i v i t y  as wel l  as about in form al shop- 

f l o o r  c o n f l i c t s  and o r g a n is a t io n s ,  the research demanded t h a t  

the in te rv ie w s  should be complemented, as f a r  as p o s s ib le ,  by 

o b serva t io ns  o f  these  same issues. Here o f  course one is  led  

to  t h in k  t h a t  the best  approach, a t  l e a s t  in th e o ry ,  would 

have been t h a t  o f  th e  "complete p a r t i c i p a n t "  (C ic o u re l  1964)  

or o f  " t o t a l  membership" (A d le r  and A d le r  1987) ,  in  which the  

researcher  would have become a un ion ised s te e lw o rk e r  and 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  in in form al o rg a n is a t io n s  and s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c s ,  w i th  a c o v e r t  or o v e r t  i d e n t i t y .  However, a number 

of  c o n s t r a in ts  made t h i s  impossible -  o f  which the  sex o f  the  

researcher  and the  t im e a v a i l a b l e  f o r  the  research were the  

two most im po rtan t .  I  t h e r e f o r e  s e le c te d  an approach whereby 

I  was ab le  to  observe and p a r t i c i p a t e  to  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  

but openly based myself  on the ro le  o f  a " r e s e a r c h e r " in  the  

f i e l d .  I  w i l l  argue t h a t  t h i s  approach, w i th  the  researche r

4. Johnson has po in ted  to  the f a c t  t h a t  th e  issue o f  " t r u s t "  
and development o f  " rappor t"  between researcher  and in form ant  
is  an e s s e n t ia l  e lement f o r  the product ion  o f  v a l i d  and 
o b je c t iv e  o b se rv a t io n s .  The author s t a t e s  t h a t  "only  the  
development o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in v o lv in g  t r u s t  enables  a f i e l d  
researcher  to  make an assessment o f  the accuracy and 
t r u t h f u ln e s s  o f  the  o b s erva t io na l  da ta  c o l l e c t e d  and the  
e f f e c t s  o f  the o b s e r v e r ’ s presence on the  observed  
s i t u a t i o n s " .  See Johnson, J. "Developing T rus t"  in  Doi ng 
F ie ld  Research. 1975 pages 84 -86 .  I  w i 11 r e tu rn  to  the  issue  
of  v a l i d i t y  o f  the da ta  l a t e r  on in t h i s  c h a p te r .
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in the  r o le  of  " o b s e r v e r - a s - p a r t i c i p a n t " , in  the  words o f  

C ico ure l  ( 5 ) ,  or "p e r ip h e ra l  membership", in  the  words o f  

A dler  and A dler  (6 )  proved to  be s u cc e s s fu l .

To summarise, as the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  research p r o j e c t  

was being s t r u c tu r e d ,  i t  became c l e a r  t h a t  the  best method 

would be an in -de p th  study of workers in  a demarcated so c ia l  

s i t u a t i o n ,  in long and open in te rv ie w s  w i th  f a c e - t o - f a c e  

i n t e r a c t i o n  ( 7 ) .  The in te rv ie w s  took p lace  to g e th e r  w ith

5. In  C i c o u r e l ’ s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  th ere  are  fo u r  basic  research  
ro le s  which can be assumed by the r e s e a rc h e r .  “Complete 
p a r t i c i p a n t "  and "complete observer" ,  as two opposing 
extremes and "p a r t i c ip a n t - a s - o b s e r v e r "  and "o b se rv e r -as -  
p a r t i  c i p a n t " as r e f e r r i n g  to  d i f f e r e n t  le v e ls  o f  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and o b s erva t io n .  For g r e a t e r  d e t a i l s  see 
C ic o u r e l ,  A. Method and Measurement in  S o c io lo g y . 1964.

6. A d le r  and A d l e r ’ s membership ro les  is  a type o f  d e f i n i t i o n  
of  research ro le s  which lays  s t re s s  upon the  idea t h a t  
f i e ld w o r k  is  about being accepted by a group as a member o f  
t h a t  group, w h i le  C i c o u r e l ’ s d e f i n i t i o n  s t re s s e s  the e x te n t  
to  which the  researcher  is  involved in  th e  f i e l d .  Adler  and 
A dler  suggest th re e  types o f  membership r o le s :  "p e r ip h era l  
membership", " a c t iv e  membership" and "complete membership". 
" P e r ip h e ra l  membership" is  used by the re se a rc h e r  "when they  
seek an i n s i d e r s ’ p e rs p e c t iv e  on the people ,  a c t i v i t i e s  and 
s t r u c t u r e  o f  the s o c ia l  world and f e e l  t h a t  the  best way to  
a c q u ire  t h i s  is  through d i r e c t ,  f i r s t - h a n d  e xp er ie nce .  The 
researche rs  i n t e r a c t  c l o s e ly ,  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  and f r e q u e n t ly  
enough to  acqu ire  r e c o g n i t io n  by members as in s i d e r s .  They do 
not however i n t e r a c t  in the  ro le  o f  c e n t r a l  members, 
r e f r a i n i n g  from p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in  a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  stand a t  the  
core o f  group membership and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  ( . . . )  They may 
take  the  r o le  o f  " s o c ia l"  member or they may fo rg e  t h e i r  own 
" researcher-member r o l e " .  For more d e t a i l s  see A d le r ,  P. and 
A d le r ,  P. Membership Roles in F i e ld  Research. 1987 pages 37-  
39.

7. I n i t i a l l y  as a s tudent  and l a t e r  as a s o c i o l o g i s t  I  had 
had th re e  previous f i e l d  work exper iences  in  B r a z i l .  The 
f i r s t  was research among the  "old g e n era t io n "  o f  union 
leaders  in  the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union o f  Rio de J a n e i ro .  The 
second was research,  in a group p r o j e c t ,  among p s y c h ia t r i c  
p a t ie n t s  in  long- te rm  h o s p i ta l  in te rnm ent .  In  a l a t e r  
p r o j e c t ,  I  was engaged in research in  a w o rk in g -c las s  
community in  a suburb o f  Rio de J a n e i ro ,  which formed the  
basis o f  my M.Sc. t h e s is  in Socio logy,  " L i t t l e  Moscow: Study 
of  a Housing Experiment f o r  I n d u s t r i a l  Workers in Rio de
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d a y - to -d a y  observa t ion  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  in the union, w o rke rs ’ 

communities and so c ia l  l i f e ,  and w ith  the d i r e c t  observa t ion  

o f  mass g a the r in gs ,  such as assemblies and o ther  p o l i t i c a l  

i n t e r a c t i o n s  which I  w i l l  descr ibe  s h o r t l y .  As I  w i l l  t r y  to  

show in the course o f  t h i s  t h e s is ,  the method produced what 

I  b e l i e v e  to  be a r ic h  research m a t e r i a l .

As I  have a l rea dy  o u t l in e d  in the In t r o d u c t io n ,  the  

research was based on a case study o f  a group o f  workers from 

the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company and t h e i r  union, the M e ta lw o rk ers ’ 

Union o f  V o l ta  Redonda. The adopted d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a case 

study is  one proposed by Yin ( 1 9 8 9 :2 2 -2 3 ) :  namely an

e m p ir ic a l  enquiry  t h a t  in v e s t ig a t e s  a contemporary phenomenon 

w i t h i n  i t s  rea l  l i f e  c o n te x t  and in which m u l t i p le  sources  

are used ( 8 ) .

The present case study is  based on d i r e c t  observa t ion  

and in t e r v ie w in g ,  to g e th e r  w ith  research in to  pr imary and 

secondary sources such as union records and newspaper 

c u t t i n g s .  This m a te r ia l  served not only to  complement and 

co nte x tu a l  i se the f i e l d  da ta  but a lso  to  help in  the  

t r i a n g u l a t i o n  o f  the a n a ly s is  (Denzin 1978) -  a p o in t  to  

which I  w i l l  re tu rn  s h o r t l y .

J a n e i ro ,  B r a z i l " ,  1986. These th re e  exper iences invo lved  
d i f f e r e n t  le v e ls  of  d i r e c t  observa t ion  as wel l  as in -d e p th ,  
open in t e r v ie w in g .

8. For a very good review o f  va r ious  types o f  case study  
d e f i n i t i o n s  a v a i l a b l e  in the l i t e r a t u r e  see P l a t t ,  J. "What 
Can Case S tud ies  Do?" in Burgess, R. S tud ies  in Q u a l i t a t i v e  
Methodology. 1988.
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2 . 2 .  Examples o f Research on "S ocio logy o f Work and Labour" 

and P o s s ib le  M etho do log ica l Approaches

There are many accounts by researchers  themselves, on 

the types o f  problems one faces when doing f i r s t - h a n d  

research ,  as opposed to  research based e x c lu s iv e ly  on 

secondary m a t e r i a l .  Of these accounts, I  would l i k e  to  

discuss those which concern research w ith  workers and unions 

as t h e i r  basic  t o p i c .  Case s tu d ie s  on "work" and "labour" may 

be d is t in g u is h e d  by the  ro le  played by the researcher  in  

o b ta in in g  h is  or her research m a t e r i a l .

The f i r s t  group o f  s tu d ie s  are those in which the  

researcher  is  a complete p a r t i c i p a n t . Although they vary  

according to  the e x t e n t  to  which the researcher  d isc lo ses  

h i s / h e r  rea l  i d e n t i t y ,  such s tu d ie s  have a common fe a t u r e  

t h a t  the researcher  becomes a worker h i m s e l f /  h e r s e l f  and 

exper iences  in locus the  hardships and joys  o f  being a manual 

worker.  Simone W e i l ’ s La C ondit ion  Q uvr ie re  (1 9 5 1 ) ,  Robert  

L i n h a r t ’ s The Assembly Line (1978)  and Michael Burawoy’ s 

M anufactur ing Consent (1 9 7 9 a ) ,  a re  some o f  the most commonly 

c i t e d  examples.

A second group o f  s tu d ie s  are those in which the  

researcher  takes th e  r o le  o f  " o b s e r v e r - a s - a - p a r t i c i p a n t " . 

Although the le v e l  o f  involvement and the d is c lo s u re  o f  

i d e n t i t y  again v a ry ,  the  researchers  here m ain ta in  a c le a r  

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between themselves and t h e i r  s u b je c ts .  

D i f f e r e n t  in te r v ie w in g  techniques ( formal and in fo rm a l )  are  

complemented by d i f f e r e n t  l e v e ls  o f  ob serva t ion  and
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i n t e r a c t i o n  in  the research f i e l d .  Of these s tu d ie s ,  Huy 

Beynon’ s Working f o r  Ford (1984)  is  perhaps the most commonly 

c i t e d .  Other s tud ies  in t h i s  group inc lude  G i r l s .  Wives.  

Factory  Lives (1981)  by Anna P o l l e r t ,  L iv in g  w ith  C a p i ta l is m  

by Theo N ichols  and Huy Beynon 1977, Working the System 

(1985)  by Paul Thompson and Eddie Bannon and, Shop Stewards  

in Act ion  (1979)  by Batstone e t  a l .

In  the B r a z i l i a n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  as f a r  as I  know, th e r e  is  

no publ ished study which can be c l a s s i f i e d  among the group o f  

"complete p a r t i c i p a n t s " .  However, many s tud ies  have been 

based on d i r e c t  observa t ion  w i th  va r ious  l e v e ls  o f  

involvement by the rese arche r .  0 Vapor do Diabo (1978 )  by 

L e i te  Lopes, a study o f  sugar product ion  workers in the  s t a t e  

of  Pernambuco; 0 Coracao da F a b r ica  (1979)  by Vera P e r e i r a ,  

a study of  t e x t i l e  workers in  Rio de Ja ne i ro ;  Vida Q p e ra r ia  

e P o l f t i c a  (1985)  by E l in a  Pessanha, a study among s h ip 

b u i ld in g  workers in  the s t a t e  o f  Rio de Jane iro ;  Os Homens da 

Mina ( 1985) by C o rn e l ia  E c k e r t ,  on mine workers in the  s t a t e  

of  Rio Grande do Sul and Os Homens de Ferro  (1986) by C e c i l i a  

Miyano are  a l l  important  examples o f  f i r s t  hand research w i th  

manual workers.

A second group of  s tu d ie s  in  B r a z i l ,  w ith  a s l i g h t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  type o f  methodology, take  as t h e i r  o b je c t  the  

h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  a c e r t a i n  per iod  of  the labour  

movement or a p a r t i c u l a r  type of  f a c t o r y  domination.  In  these  

s tu d ie s ,  the i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  a v a i l a b l e  h i s t o r i c a l  records is  

complemented w ith  l i f e  h i s t o r i e s  o f  people who are  s t i l l  

a l i v e  and can help to  r e - c o n s t r u c t  the pe r io d .  Examples o f
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t h i s  group inc lude  A Tecelagem dos C o n f l i t o s  na Cidade das 

Chamines (1988)  by L e i t e  Lopes, A Ferro  e Fogo, Construcpao 

e C r ise  da F a m i l ia  S id e ru rg ic a :  o caso de V o l ta  Redonda

(1989) by Regina M ore l ,  Estado Patrao e Luta O p era r ia :  o caso 

da FNM (1989) by Jose Ricardo Ramalho, Mina de Morro Velho,  

a Extracao do Homem (1981)  by Yonne Grossi and Porto Vermel ho
----------------------------------------7------------------------------------------------------------

(1981)  by In g r id  S a r t i , among o thers .

Apart  from t h e i r  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  s u b s ta n t iv e  t h e o r e t i c a l  

issues concerning the  B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s ,  these s tu d ie s  

have in s p ire d  my own research in methodological  terms and 

have helped me to  t h in k  through some o f  the  common problems  

t h a t  a r is e  from doing research w ith  workers and touching on 

issues of  a p o l i t i c a l  and c o n f l i c t u a l  n a tu re .  They have a l l  

addressed, a l b e i t  in  very d i f f e r e n t  ways, the  problem o f  

researching such a “s e n s i t i v e "  t o p ic  and the  e t h i c a l  problems 

which the researcher  is  faced w i th .

What fo l lo w s  is  a personal account o f  my research  

exper ience during two d i s t i n c t  periods in  the  f i e l d .  The 

in c lu s io n  o f  such a d e s c r ip t io n  in the th e s is  spr ings from a 

view t h a t  the v a l i d i t y  of  the  research m a te r ia l  can be b e t t e r  

assessed by the reader ,  i f  the researcher  e x p la in s  and 

discusses the c o n d i t io n s  under which the  da ta  has been 

c o l le c t e d .  Indeed, the  c o n t e x t u a l i s a t io n  o f  the c o l l e c t i o n  o f  

data  is an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  the meanings a t t r i b u t e d  by the  

researcher  to  h is  or  her m a t e r i a l .  And i f  the  researcher  does 

not wish to  count on what Becker (19 8 2 :2 4 0 )  has c r i t i c a l l y  

termed the "prima f a c i e  v a l i d i t y "  of  the research ,  but wants 

to  convince the reader  o f  the o b j e c t i v i t y  and q u a l i t y  o f
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h i s / h e r  m a t e r i a l ,  a thorough c o n t e x t u a l i s a t i o n  o f  the f i e l d  

is  needed. F i n a l l y ,  as pointed out by B iernack i  and Waldorf  

(1 9 8 1 ) ,  a d e s c r ip t io n  and a n a ly s is  o f  the  problems faced in  

the f i e l d  and the de c is ions  made to  overcome them, increases  

the c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  the research and prov ides the basis  f o r  

f u t u r e  comparative a n a ly s is  by o ther  rese arche rs .  Although I  

have not claimed n e u t r a l i t y  in the f i e l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  my aim 

has been to  produce a su b s ta n t iv e  p iece  o f  work and to  

achieve o b j e c t i v i t y  in the  research.

3. The F ie ldw ork .  A Personal Account and the  A n a ly t i c a l  

Problems

The N at iona l  S tee l  Company is  lo ca ted  in  the town of  

V o l t a  Redonda in the s t a t e  of  Rio de J a n e i ro .  V o l t a  Redonda 

is  a medium-sized town, by B r a z i l i a n  s tandards,  w ith  a 

popu la t io n  es t im ated  a t  some 300,000 in h a b i t a n t s  ( 9 ) .

F ie ldwork  was undertaken in two d i f f e r e n t  t ime per iods:  

the f i r s t  between A p r i l  and J u ly ,  1988, th e  second during the  

months o f  January and February,  1990. The es tab l ish m e nt  o f

9. IBGE es t im ated  in  1984 V o l ta  Redonda’ s popu la t io n  a t  
183,641 and Barra  Mansa’ s a t  154 ,751,  g iv in g  a t o t a l  o f  
338,392 in h a b i t a n ts .  I t  is  poss ib le  to  l i n k  these two groups 
of in h a b i ta n ts  to g e th e r  because although the two towns have 
a d m in is t r a t i v e  and p o l i t i c a l  autonomy, th e r e  is  no c le a r  
boundary o f  demarcation between them. In  B r a z i l  towns which 
have a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  autonomy and a lo c a l  government are  
c a l l e d  muni c fp i  o s . V o l t a  Redonda and Barra  Mansa are each one 
a d i f f e r e n t  muni c i p i  o . However, people work and c i r c u l a t e  in  
these two muni c f  pi os as i f  they were c i r c u l a t i n g  between 
boroughs o f  the same town. N at iona l  S tee l  Company employees 
l i v e  mainly  in th re e  munic ip ios in  the  re g io n ,  namely V o l t a  
Redonda, Barra Mansa and Barra  do P i r a i .  This  l a t t e r  
munfci pi o is  20 k i lo m e tre s  away from V o l t a  Redonda.
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research networks and the bulk o f  my in te rv ie w s  occurred  

during the f i r s t  per iod  o f  f i e ld w o r k ,  in  1988. At t h a t  t ime  

I  rented  a f l a t  in V o l t a  Redonda and spent a g re a t  p a r t  o f  my 

time l i v i n g  in the town.

In  the second phase o f  research,  a lthough I  did  

in te r v ie w  new in form ants ,  I  centred  the  f i e ld w o r k  on re 

in te r v ie w in g  some key in fo rm ants .  I  a lso  c o l l e c t e d  

in fo rm a t io n  on a l l  the events t h a t  had occurred during  the  

per iod  of  my absence from the  f i e l d .

3 . 1 .  F i r s t  Phase o f  F ie ldw o rk ,  A p r i l - J u l y  1988

F i e l d  “Entree" w i th  S tee lw orkers

My "entree" in the f i e l d  in  1988 involved i n s e r t i n g  

myself  in to  a very e x p lo s iv e  s e t t i n g ,  in  a town which is  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  dominated by the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company and in  

which a h ig h ly  c o n f l i c t u a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  had been developing  

between the workers and management s ince 1984. There I  was, 

t r y i n g  to  in v e s t ig a t e  t h i s  very  r e l a t i o n s h i p  as i t  was seen 

by union leaders  and by the  "o rd in a ry  w o rk e r" . I t  was a l re a d y  

c l e a r  t h a t  the success or f a i l u r e  o f  the  f i e ld w o r k  would 

depend h e a v i ly  on the e s tab l is h m e n t  o f  t r u s t f u l  r e l a t i o n s  

w ith  the  in form ants ,  so t h a t  they would agree to  discuss w ith  

a s t ra n g e r  d e l i c a t e  issues such as m i l i t a n c y  in s id e  the  p la n t  

and t h e i r  view o f  the union and p o l i t i c s  ( 1 0 ) .  I  was very

10. Although in the European t r a d i t i o n  o f  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  
work i t  is  acceptab le  to  pay in formants  in exchange f o r  
in fo rm a t io n ,  t h i s  is  not the  case in B r a z i l .  There ,  the



lucky in t h i s  respect  f o r  having been helped by f r i e n d s  who 

sponsored (A d le r  e t  al . 1987:38)  my en tre e  and became my 

" re fe re e s "  in the face o f  the  w o rkers ’ i n i t i a l  susp ic ion  

about my o b je c t iv e s  in the f i e l d  ( 1 1 ) .

My f i r s t  "entree"  in to  the f i e l d  was through the  

M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union and was the r e s u l t  o f  co ntac ts  

e s ta b l is h e d  by two s o c i o l o g i s t s .  One, Dr.  R. More l ,  was a t  

the t ime completing her own PhD research in V o l t a  Redonda, 

based on a h i s t o r i c a l  reconstruct! 'on o f  the per iod  in which 

the Nat iona l  S tee l  Company was a company-town. The o th e r  

s o c i o l o g i s t ,  Sonia Gonzaga, the head o f  DIEESIT in Rio de 

J a n e i ro ,  and respons ib le  f o r  i t s  reg iona l  o f f i c e  in  V o l t a  

Redonda which works c lo s e ly  to g e th er  w i th  the Metal w o rk e rs ’

payment of  in formants as a means of  o b ta in in g  in fo rm a t io n  is  
a m ora l ly  unacceptable p r a c t i c e .  I t  is  b e l iev ed  t h a t  e n t ry  
in to  the f i e l d  and the acceptance o f  the re s e a r c h e rs ’ 
presence by the s tud ied  group must be constructed  out of  
t r u s t  and w i l l i n g n e s s .  I subscribe s t ro n g ly  to  t h i s  view.  
This does not e l i m i n a t e  however, problems to  do w i th  
i n t e r e s t s  and e x p e c ta t io n s  which each p a r ty  -  the researcher  
and the  in formant -  holds during research i n t e r a c t i o n .  I t  is  
b e l iev e d  t h a t  these issues should be conscious to  the  
researcher  during f i e ld w o r k .  As pointed out by Manning and 
C ic o u r e l ,  the in fo r m a n ts ’ i n t e r e s t s  and ex pec ta t ion s  w i l l  
shape the kind o f  in fo rm a t io n  they are w i l l i n g  to  share w i th  
the res e arch e r .  On t h i s  issue see C ic o u r e l ,  A. op. c i t .  1964 
page 64 and Manning, P. "Problems in I n t e r p r e t i n g  In t e r v ie w  
Data" .  Sociology and Soc ia l  Research. Vol 51. 1967 page 306.  
On the payment o f  in formants  in f i e ld w o rk  in  Europe, see 
E l le n ,  R.F. Ethnographic Research. A Guide to  General 
Conduct. 1984 pages 108-109.

11. As f a r  as I  know, the p iece of  work which has best  
discussed the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  in te r v ie w in g  workers on s e n s i t i v e  
issues such as union p o l i t i c s  is  an a r t i c l e  by Roy, D. The 
a r t i c l e  is  about a research which co l lapsed  because the  
researcher  was faced w i th  a g re a t  number o f  r e fu s a ls  and 
i n v a l i d  in fo rm a t io n  from the in form ants .  See Roy, D. "The 
Role o f  the Researcher in  the  Study o f  Socia l  C o n f l i c t :  A 
Theory o f  P r o t e c t iv e  D i s t o r t i o n  o f  Response", in  Human 
Organi z a t i  on , 1965.
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Union ( 1 2 ) .  M a r io ,  the DIEESE o f f i c e r  a t  th e  Metalworkers  

Union, was another  "sponsor" who assured the union lea d e rs h ip  

t h a t  I  was a "t r u s t w o r t h y " person and not ,  f o r  example, from

the p o l ic e  or  a company spy.

Another "sponsor" was an ad v is e r  from IBASE, Serg io  

F e r r e i r a  ( 1 3 ) .  Through the IBASE o f f i c e r  I  was a ls o  

presented to  the  Roman C a th o l ic  bishop o f  V o l t a  Redonda, Dorn 

W ald i r  C a lh e i r o s ,  who has played a very im portant  r o le  in  the  

community in support ing  the lo ca l  labour  and s o c ia l  

movements. Dorn W a ld i r  put me in  co n ta c t  w i th  the Workers’ 

P astora l  ( P a s to ra l  O o e r a r i a ) which became one o f  the networks  

f o r  the e s ta b l is h m e n t  o f  co ntac ts  w ith  workers.  Each o f  these  

"sponsors",  w i th  t h e i r  own networks, put me in  co n tac t  w ith  

the people who held "gatekeeping" ro le s  (A d le r  e t  al . 

1987:38)  in the  community: namely, the union, the Church and 

d i f f e r e n t  w o rk e rs ’ communities. A f t e r  these "gatekeepers" ,  

had accepted me, they helped me by opening o th e r  networks of  

people and "sponsoring" new co n ta c ts .

Although in te r v ie w s  w i th  workers and union leaders  

complemented by ob se rva t io n s  o f  t h e i r  union a c t i v i t i e s  were

12. DIEESE stands f o r  I n t e r - u n i o n  Department o f  Economic and 
Socia l  Research. I t  is  a research i n s t i t u t e  which a s s is ts  the  
B r a z i l i a n  labour  movement w i th  te c h n ic a l  advice  and c r i t i c a l  
in fo rm a t io n  on issues o f  a so c ia l  and economic n a tu re .  
Although i t s  c e n t r a l  o f f i c e  is  in  the s t a t e  o f  Sao Paulo, i t  
has reg io na l  o f f i c e s  spread a l l  over the co un try .  Some la rg e  
and im po rtan t  unions have DIEESE ad v isers  working in s id e  the  
unions, on a permanent and f u l l - t i m e  bas is .  Th is  is  the  case 
o f  the M e ta lw o rk e r s ’ Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda which has 
c o n tra c ted  a DIEESE a d v is e r  s ince  1987.

13. IBASE stands f o r  B r a z i l i a n  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Socia l  and 
Economic A n a ly s is .  I t  is  another  i n s t i t u t e  which o f f e r s  
te c h n ic a l  adv ice  f o r  unions and the s o c ia l  movement and is  
f inanced  by i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c h a r i t y  o r g a n is a t io n s .

70



to  be the main research focus, the focus on the  labour  

process led me to  th in k  t h a t  i t  would a lso  be very  important  

to  v i s i t  the p l a n t  and in t e r v ie w  company managers to  gather  

in fo rm a t io n  on manageria l p o l i c i e s  and the production process 

a t  f i r s t  hand. I  had a l rea d y  v i s i t e d  a s t e e l  p l a n t  in  

England, the Scunthorpe S tee l  Works. And although I  knew 

from former research exper ience in  B ra z i l  t h a t  a v i s i t  to  the  

p la n t  and the contac ts  w i th  company management could 

j e o p a rd iz e  my research w ith  the workers, s ince they might see 

me as u n t ru s tw o r th y ,  I  thought t h a t  th e re  were ways around 

t h i s  problem. I  w i l l  r e tu rn  to  t h i s  p o in t  in a moment ( 1 4 ) .

F ie ld  "Entree" w i th  Company Management

I e s ta b l is h e d  co ntac t  w i th  Nat iona l  S tee l  Company 

management w h i le  I  was s t i l l  in London. My f i r s t  c o n ta c t  was 

with  a manager then on the board of  d i r e c t o r s :  h is  name was 

given to  me by a Dr Morel who had in te rv iew ed  and found t h a t  

he was sympathet ic  towards academics and rese arche rs .  He 

t h e r e f o r e  seemed the  r i g h t  man to  approach w i th  request to  

v i s i t  the s te e l  p l a n t  and to  have access to  the company’ s 

records.  I  wrote to  him from London, s t re s s in g  my i n t e r e s t  in 

the company’ s m odern isa t ion  programmes r a th e r  then my

14. Although as f a r  as I  know t h i s  is  a r e c u r r e n t  problem in 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  cases of  f i e ld w o r k  amongst manual workers,  i t  
is  e s p e c i a l l y  acute  in B r a z i l .  This might be due to  the
extrem ely  u n t r u s t f u l  and suspic ious na ture  o f  the
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between workers and managers in  f a c t o r i e s  in
B r a z i l .  L e i t e  Lopes, op. c i t .  1978 page 12 and P e r e i r a ,  op.
c i t  1979 page 31, have commented s p e c i f i c a l l y  on t h i s  problem 
in t h e i r  own f ie ld w o r k  w i th  manual workers in  B r a z i l .
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i n t e r e s t  in  p o l i t i c s  as such. Given the high le v e l  o f  

c o n f l i c t  between management and workers in the past  few 

years ,  I  was s i l e n t  about my co ntac ts  w ith  the union, the  

C a th o l ic  Church and w i th  o th e r  workers ,  knowledge o f  which 

would almost c e r t a i n l y  have precluded my ga the r in g  da ta  

w i t h in  the company. This  was a conscious research s t r a t e g y  

which I  w i l l  s h o r t ly  j u s t i f y  in g r e a te r  d e t a i l  ( 1 5 ) .  The 

d i r e c t o r  answered my request p o s i t i v e l y  and t o l d  me to  ge t  in  

touch as soon as I  a r r i v e d  in  B r a z i l .  As a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  

l e t t e r  and the o th er  p o s i t i v e  co ntac ts  I  had e s ta b l is h e d ,  I  

l e f t  London q u i te  o p t i m i s t i c  about being ab le  to  draw from  

company records and ob se rv a t io n  in the p l a n t .

V o l ta  Redonda. The F i r s t  View

The f i r s t  impressions o f  V o l t a  Redonda were s i g n i f i c a n t .  

The p l a n t  is  present from whatever p o s i t io n  in the town one 

might look.  The furnace chimneys and the steam re leased  by 

the coke ovens are  re sp ons ib le  f o r  the se r io us  a i r  p o l l u t i o n

15. I  would l i k e  to  p o in t  out  t h a t  I  acknowledge t h a t  t h i s  
s t r a t e g y  ra is e s  issues o f  research e t h i c s .  I  would l i k e  to  
argue t h a t  the s t r a te g y  I  adopted w i th  company management d id  
not imply in any c o ve r t  a c t i v i t y  s ince  I  re ta in e d  the r o le  o f  
a PhD student  research ing  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, and to  
t h a t  e x te n t  th e re  was no m a n ip u la t io n  o f  in formants from the  
Company. I t  might be sa id  t h a t  in fo rm a t io n  was s e le c ted  and 
t h a t  I  d id not complete ly  d is c lo s e  my research o b je c t iv e s  to  
management. But researchers  do not d is c lo s e  a l l  in fo rm a t io n  
to  a l l  in formants  during f i e l d  work, and th e re  is  always a 
g re a t  degree o f  n e g o t ia t io n  ta k in g  p lace  during research .  
F i n a l l y  I  acknowledge t h i s  problem very openly and have t r i e d  
in t h i s  chapter  to  s p e l l  out what I  b e l ie v e  to  be the  
consequences of  my research s t r a t e g y .  For more d iscussion on 
e t h i c a l  issues,  see C a s s e l l ,  J.  "The R e la t io n s h ip  of Observer  
to  Observed when Studying Up" in Burgess, op. c i t .  and 
Bulmer, M. " In t r o d u c t io n "  in Soc ia l  Research E t h i c s . 1982.
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t h a t  dominates the town. On a r r i v a l ,  one f e e l s  th e  heavy and 

d i r t y  a i r .

The Para iba  do Sul r i v e r ,  which cuts  through the  town, 

is  one o f  the basic reasons f o r  the p l a n t ’ s lo c a t i o n ,  

p ro v id in g  a l l  the water  input  t h a t  is  needed f o r  the  s te e l  

prod u c t ion .  U n f o r tu n a te ly ,  i t  a lso rec e iv e s  back a l l  the  

w ater ,  p o l lu t e d  w ith  i n d u s t r i a l  waste, t h a t  is  discharged  

when the production process is  completed. Although the l a s t  

modernising te c h n o lo g ic a l  programme a t  the company s t a r t e d  

being implemented as f a r  back as 1974, on ly  in  1988 was the  

p la n t  equipped w ith  a n t i - p o l 1u t ion  devices f o r  t r e a t i n g  the  

water  be fore  i t  is  pumped back in to  the r i v e r .

I  f i r s t  a r r i v e d  in V o l t a  Redonda in the  company’ s coach,  

as a "company guest" .  The coach stopped in  f r o n t  o f  the  

" c e n t ra l  a d m in is t ra t io n "  b u i ld in g ,  which faces  the  s te e l  

product ion  p la n t  across the  main avenue and the r a i lw a y  l i n e .  

When the coach stopped in f r o n t  o f  the b u i l d i n g ,  I  was 

welcomed by a b l u e - c o l l a r  worker in  charge o f  v i s i t o r s  to  the  

p l a n t .  This  worker was an engineer ing  s tudent  who was to  be 

my guide throughout the day.

The V i s i t  to  the S tee l  P la n t

We were given a company car w ith  a c h a u f fe u r  to  to u r  the  

s te e l  p la n t  -  the on ly  way of  cover ing  fo u r  square 

k i lo m e tre s  in one day. With spec ia l  shoes, head and ear  

p r o t e c t o r s ,  we were ab le  to  v i s i t  most o f  the s t e e l ’ s s i t e ,  

in the space o f  s ix  hours.  We s t a r t e d  a t  the m inera l  s i l o s
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t h a t  are  lo ca te d  a t  one end o f  the p l a n t  and walked our way 

through the whole product ion  process. Although we had to  

leave out some p a r ts  o f  the p la n t ,  I  was ab le  to  have a good 

look a t  samples o f  the basic  process: from coke-making to  the  

shaping and f i n i s h i n g  o f  the s tee l  products .

For an observer ,  i t  is  a very d i f f i c u l t  v i s i t  to  make. 

One sees and f e e l s  the physical  extremes, and i t  seems very  

bru ta l  f o r  men to  be working under such inhuman c o n d i t io n s .

I  am not t a l k i n g  o f  the f l e x i b l e  p a r t  o f  the working  

c o n d i t io n s  t h a t  the company might change i f  i t  wished to  

c re a te  a b e t t e r  environment f o r  i t s  workers .  The f a c t  is  t h a t  

s te e l -m a k in g  is  a very harsh a c t i v i t y  per se. The extreme  

heat ,  extreme no ise ,  extreme cold and excess ive  steam are  

i n t r i n s i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  s te e l  p rod u c t io n .  P ar ts  o f  the  

product ion  process can never stop, so the  w o rk e rs ’ s h i f t s  are  

on a continuous basis  even during the n i g h t .  One cannot avoid  

t h in k in g  t h a t  the men are  working w i t h i n  the  l i m i t s  o f  the  

body. I  was l a t e r  t o l d  by the  in formants  t h a t  t h i s  is  not  

achieved e a s i l y .  According to  them, one can on ly  s t a r t  to  

work in a s t e e l  p l a n t  w i th  g re a t  d e te rm in a t io n  -  whereby one 

fo rc es  and d i s c i p l i n e s  one ’ s body to  respond and cont inue  

w ith  the  jo b .  On o th er  occasions during in t e r v ie w s ,  many 

workers t o l d  me o f  t h e i r  ac tua l  ho rro r  when e n te r in g  the  

s te e l  p l a n t  f o r  the f i r s t  t im e .  Long-nourished dreams o f  a 

job  a t  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company’ s s i t e ,  w i th  the s e c u r i t y  

t h a t  i t  o f f e r e d  in the pa s t ,  were r a p id ly  washed away in the  

men’ s " f i r s t  day in  h e l l "  as some descr ibed i t .

Tension and s t re s s  is  a constant from the  moment you
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cross the en trance  gates .  Alarms, b e l l s  and s i re n s  t r i g g e r  

a l l  day long, every day, 365 days a year.  One must be aware 

of  where one is  walk ing and the  next d i r e c t i o n  one is  going  

to  take must be w el l  planned. The whole p la n t  is  f u l l  o f  

danger, from above, from below, from the s t a i r s ,  everywhere.  

A l l  of  these men have a permanent sunburn.

The g re a t  physica l  d isco m fort  was aggravated by the  f a c t  

t h a t  I  was a female walk ing around with  a management 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e . The production p la n t  is  a male-dominated  

environment. Female labour can only  be found in very  few 

jo bs ,  re p re s e n t in g  a t i n y  p ro p o r t io n  of  the whole workforce  

( 1 6 ) .  In  every workplace we en te red ,  we would be s u b je c t  to  

close o b s e rv a t io n .

The v i s i t  ended back in  the "c e n tra l  a d m in is t r a t io n "  

b u i ld in g ,  in  a room where a l l  the f in is h e d  products were on 

d is p la y .  I  was given some p u b l i c i t y  l e a f l e t s  and taken back 

to  the "Social  Communication Department" and from th e r e  to  

the "Personnel Department" . Here I  was presented to  another  

company employee, t h i s  t ime a female psycholog is t  who, as I  

learned ,  had been se le c te d  by management to  o rgan ise  o f  my 

"research agenda". In  f a c t ,  her ro le  was to  a c t  as 

"gatekeeper" ,  "opening doors",  but a ls o ,  most im p o r ta n t ly ,  

c o n t r o l l i n g  every one o f  my steps during my research t im e in

16. According to  the  Personnel Department, in January 1990 
out of the t o t a l  workforce  in V o l t a  Redonda, 22 .415 were male 
and on ly  1.409 fem ale .  The bulk o f  the manual female labour  
employed in the p l a n t  -  roughly 100 -  are located  in the  
" q u a l i t y  c o n t ro l "  a rea .  They inspect  t i n p l a t e  p iece s ,  which 
must not be bent or sc ra tched .  The remaining female employees 
work o u ts ide  the s t e e l  p l a n t ,  in  the  a d m in is t r a t i v e  b u i ld in g  
in s e c r e t a r i a l  and c o l le g e  degree jo bs .
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t h e  company.

The next th re e  weeks, t h i s  psycholog is t  organised most 

of the in te rv ie w s  and contac ts  with management t h a t  I  made 

in s ide  the company. Not on ly  did she arrange the  meetings and 

in troduce me to  people ,  but I  was also supposed to  re p o r t  

back a t  the end o f  each in te r v ie w  before she would make any 

move about the next  c o n ta c t .  This was ob v io us ly  the way f o r  

management to  c lo s e ly  “monitor" my progress.  A f t e r  some t im e ,

I  ventured to  seek out my own contacts but soon got myself  

in to  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  as I  w i l l  describe s h o r t l y .  Under these  

s t r e s s f u l  c o n d i t io n s ,  I  t a lk e d  with company managers and 

advisors  and gathered in fo rm a t io n .  However, the  research  

progressed very s lo w ly  on t h i s  f r o n t ,  and a l though some 

in te rv ie w s  were q u i t e  r e v e a l in g  others were very  e v a s iv e .

The "Double I d e n t i t y "  Problem and Other Tensions

The way around the  problem of in t e r v ie w in g  company 

managers and workers a t  the same t ime, was to  d is c lo s e  my 

o b je c t iv e s  complete ly  to  the workers but not to  the fo rm er .  

While workers and the union knew of my research o b je c t iv e s  

and s t r a t e g i e s  and were f u l l y  aware of my in c u rs io n s  in to  

management, as f a r  as I  know, management had no knowledge o f  

my contacts  w ith  workers.

Beside the e t h i c a l  issue a lready  addressed, t h i s  was a 

r is k y  s t ra te g y  s ince I  was in constant danger o f  being "found 

out" in my "double i d e n t i t y "  by managers and o f  seeing the  

doors o f  the company c losed to  my research. However, judg ing
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from the b u i ld -u p  of  c o n f l i c t s  and tens ion  between managers 

and workers over the Annual Work Agreement, i t  was wise not  

to  revea l  my whole research s t ra te g y  to  management. I  a lso  

knew t h a t  I  had to  do my research in  the company q u ic k ly ,  

before  the th re a tened  s t r i k e  -  which the workers a c t u a l l y  

dec la red  a few weeks l a t e r ,  g r e a t ly  l im i t e d  my scope.

As t ime elapsed I  began b u i ld in g  up networks of  

in form ants  among the s te e lw orke rs  and was a f re q u e n t  v i s i t o r  

to  the union. In  f a c t ,  whenever I  had t ime between in te rv ie w s  

a t  the  company’ s h e a d q u a r te rs , I  would head f o r  the  union 

t h a t  was only  f i v e  minutes away by bus. On these occasions I  

would " s i t  around" and observe d a y - to -d ay  l i f e  a t  the  union 

h e a d q u a r te rs . I  would engage in in formal co nversa t ions  w ith  

people,  a t ten d  meetings and make new contacts  which would 

sometimes r e s u l t  in  the arrangement o f  a formal in t e r v ie w .

As a d i r e c t  consequence of  the t ime pressure and the  

b u i ld in g  up o f  tens ions  between workers and the  company, I  

could not a f f o r d  to  w a i t  u n t i l  I  had com plete ly  f in is h e d  

research ing  and in te r v ie w in g  company management and then 

s t a r t  the  co ntac ts  w ith  the workers. I  was doing both th in g s  

s im u l ta n e o u s ly .

I  a lso  knew t h a t ,  as a researcher  coming from Rio and 

l i v i n g  in London, I  was being in te n s e ly  s c r u t in i s e d  by the  

s t a f f  and in te rv ie w e e s ,  who commented among themselves on the  

types o f  quest ions I had asked and so on. E v e n tu a l ly ,  t h i s  

"double i d e n t i t y "  became so prob lem atic  t h a t  I  could ha rd ly  

co nt inue .  I t  was a lso  very d i f f i c u l t  to  pass unobserved in  

the p r o v in c ia l  town, not because I  was doing research on the
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company but because I  was an " o u t s i d e r ".

Beside the  "double i d e n t i t y "  problem, the f a c t  t h a t  I  

was a female research ing  in a male-dominated environment a ls o  

crea ted  some le v e l  o f  s t re s s  ( 1 7 ) .  The high percentage o f  

males was r e la t e d  not only to  the  union but to  the  

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  male t ra d e  o f  s t e e l - m a k in g . I  f e l t  very  

s t ro n g ly  the weight  o f  the s o - c a l l e d  " L a t in  American macho", 

in which men’ s i n i t i a l  contacts  w ith  women are permeated by 

f l i r t a t i o n  or o th e r  types o f  "sexual communication" ( 1 8 ) .  

In  t h i s  re s p ec t ,  c lass  d i f f e r e n c e s  seem to  have no in f lu e n c e  

on the "macho" c u l t u r e .  In  some cases, I  faced d i f f i c u l t i e s  

in i n i t i a l  co ntac ts  w ith  both workers and managers, u n t i l  my 

r o le  as a researcher  became more recognised and more rooted  

w ith  the people and places I  was rese arch ing .

P lay ing  the "double i d e n t i t y "  r o le  was a source o f  g r e a t  

s t re s s  f o r  me a t  the t im e .  Although I  know t h a t  t h i s  was not  

a unique exper ience  and t h a t  a t  a c e r t a i n  l e v e l ,  as observed  

by Gans ( 1982) ,  f i e ld w o r k  j_s about the s t re s s  of  o b ta in in g

17. Warren has suggested t h a t  the p lace o f  gender in s o c ia l  
research is  v i t a l  to  address the i n t e r a c t i o n  between 
researcher  and respondents over t im e .  The author argues  
however t h a t  gender is  not an ascr ibed r o le  but a " n e g o t ia ted  
ro le"  l i k e  any o t h e r ,  and t h a t  i t  changes over time in  the  
f i e l d .  See Warren, C. Gender Issues in  F i e l d  Research. 1988 
page 8.

For two i n t e r e s t i n g  assessments on the  advantages and 
disadvantages about being a female rese archer  in  comparison 
to  a male rese arche r  see Bovin, M. "The S ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  the  
Sex o f  the  F i e ld  Worker f o r  In s ig h ts  in t o  the Male and Female 
Worlds" in Ethnos, Supplement. 31, 1933 and Gurney, J. "Not  
One o f  the Guys: The Female Researcher in  a Male-Dominated  
S e t t in g "  in Q u a l i t a t i v e  S o c io lo g y . 8 ( 1 ) ,  Spring 1985.

18. On t h i s  issue see Landes, R. "A Woman A n th ro p o lo g is t  in  
F i e l d " .  Women in  the F i e l d . 1970 page 135 and Warren, op. 
c i t .  1988 pages 33 and 64.
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and s u s ta in in g  c o n ta c ts ,  I  was r a th e r  " r e l i e v e d "  when I  was 

no longer  allowed e n t r y  to  th e  company.

The Tense N e g o t ia t io n s  Between Management and Workers

Without knowing, I  had a r r i v e d  in the f i e l d  e x a c t ly  a t  

the s t a r t  of  the n e g o t ia t in g  procedures f o r  the  1988 Annual 

Work C o n trac t  of the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company’ s workers,  which 

was to  be signed in May. Such periods o f  wage campaigning 

( campanha s a l a r i a l ) u s u a l ly  in v o lv e  m o b i l i s a t io n  o f  the  rank 

and f i l e ,  even among less m i l i t a n t  unions. Th is  is  due to  the  

f a c t  t h a t  some le v e l  o f  d iscuss ion  among workers has to  occur  

so t h a t  the var ious  demands and clauses can be put forward in  

n e g o t ia t io n s  with  management.

In  Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s is  I  descr ibe  in  d e t a i l  the  

reg u la te d  procedures f o r  the  renewal o f  the  Annual Work 

C o n tra c t ,  as de f ined by the Labour Code. For the moment i t

may be s u f f i c i e n t  to  note t h a t  n e g o t ia t io n s  between union

leaders  and company management began in March and became 

e s p e c i a l l y  tense in A p r i l .  Management r e fe r r e d  the d ispu te  to  

the Regional Labour Court in Rio de Ja ne i ro  town, and t h i s  

had two im p l ic a t io n s .  F i r s t ,  i t  showed t h a t  the  t a l k s  t h a t  

year would be very tough.

Second, t h i s  procedure was c o s t ly  and weakening f o r  the  

union s ince  i t  meant having to  go to  Rio de J a n e i ro  w ith  

s o l i c i t o r s  and a Committee o f  workers.  I t  a ls o  removed the  

leaders  from d a i l y  union work so t h a t  they could a t te n d  

appointments a t  the Regional Labour Court .
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The Wage Campaign o f  t h a t  year had the slogan "Worker 

Awake"! ( acorda peao! ) and used the image of  a "hangman’ s 

noose" to  a l lu d e  to  what workers c a l l e d  the "deadly  

c o n d i t io n s  o f  work and the s u f fo c a t in g  low wages". These

slogans were pa inted  on many w a l ls  o f  the town, worn on

T - s h i r t s  by the workers and shouted out during p u b l ic

assembli e s .

The n e g o t ia t io n  committee from the management s ide  was 

made up s t a f f  from the Job and Wage Department, and when I  

was conducting in te rv ie w s  in the Department I  sometimes 

overhead comments on how the n e g o t ia t io n s  were coming along,  

from management’ s p o in t  o f  view. Management’ s general  

a t t i t u d e  was to  p lay  tough w ith  the workers and to  t e s t  t h e i r  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t re n g th  in r e l a t i o n  to  a po ss ib le  s t r i k e .  The 

atmosphere was very tense on both s ides ,  and because o f  the  

f i r s t  ever  s t r i k e  in 1984 and the company’ s symbolic

importance as the f i r s t  s te e l  company in the co un try ,  the  

n e g o t ia t in g  process was given n a t io n -w id e  media coverage.

The Abrupt Ending o f  Access to  the Company

A f t e r  th re e  weeks o f  research w ith  the am biva lent  "help"  

of  the company’ s p s yc h o lo g is t ,  I  had been given access to  

middle and high le v e l  managers and c o l l e c t e d  general in forma

t i o n  on the p l a n t ’ s h i s t o r y ,  machinery, technology,  and 

product ion  process. I was ab le  to  t a l k  in fo r m a l ly  w i th  many

80



people and held formal in te r v ie w s  w ith  s ix  company managers 

( 1 9 ) .

Access to  these s t a f f  members was e s ta b l is h e d  through  

the “gate -keeping"  system descr ibed e a r l i e r .  However, when I  

in te rv ie w e d  the Head o f  th e  Personnel Department he t o l d  me 

about the work of  the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  D iv is io n ,  which 

comes under and h im s e l f  arranged an in te r v ie w  f o r  me, t h e r e ,  

breaking the p s y c h o lo g is t ’ s t o t a l  contro l  over my contacts  in  

the company.

The in te r v ie w  w i th  th e  head o f  the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  

D iv is io n  covered among o t h e r  th in g s ,  the na ture  and number o f  

grievances f i l e d  by workers aga in s t  the company. In  the  

B r a z i l i a n  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  system, these gr ievances are  

put forward to  the Labour Court by a lawyer s p e c i a l is e d  in  

the Labour Code -  working e i t h e r  f o r  the union or  in p r i v a t e  

p r a c t i  ce (20 ).

19. The in te rv ie w s  were undertaken w i th :  the c h i e f  o f  the
D iv is io n  o f  O rg a n iz a t io n  and Methods; the head of  the  
Department of  Jobs and Wages; a s t a f f  member o f  the  same 
department;  a s t a f f  member o f  the T ra in in g  Sect ion o f  the  
Technical  School, the  head o f  the Personnel Department, and 
the head o f  a d i v i s i o n  w i t h i n  the Personnel Department c a l l e d  
I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  D i v i s i o n .

20. The quest ion o f  "w o rk e rs ’ r ig h ts "  and use o f  the Labour 
Courts by workers and the  union was emphasised to  such an 
e x te n t  by workers during  f i e l d w o r k ,  t h a t  I  decided to  tu rn  i t  
in to  a research issue even though i t  had not been foreseen in  
the o r i g i n a l  o u t l i n e .  Th is  i n t e r e s t  arose when I  was faced  
with  the f a c t  t h a t  around 80% of  the workers in te rv ie w e d  had 
had a t  some p o in t  in  t im e ,  or  were then f i l i n g  a gr ievance in  
the Labour Courts a g a in s t  the  Company. The numbers had grown 
cons iderab ly  s ince the v i c t o r y  o f  the union o p p o s i t io n  in 
o f f i c e  in  1983. Th is  f a c t  quest ioned the very n o t io n ,  c u r r e n t  
in some o f  the B r a z i l i a n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h a t  the  g r e a te r  the  
leve l  of  d i r e c t  m i l i t a n c y ,  the  lesser  the use o f  the Labour 
Courts by workers. I  r e t u r n  to  t h i s  issue a t  length in 
Chapter 8 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .
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I  expressed my i n t e r e s t  in having s t a t i s t i c a l  data on 

these gr ievances and was t o l d  to  get in touch w i th  the Legal 

Department.  According to  the in formant ,  the s t a t i s t i c s  had 

been computerised and should be of g re a t  use to  me. Since 

t h i s  in formant  gave me the names and te lephone numbers needed 

to  e s t a b l is h  the c o n ta c ts ,  I  did not r e p o r t  back to  the  

female ps yc h o lo g is t ,  but arranged myself  an appointment  

w ith o u t  her knowledge f o r  f e a r  t h a t  she would be h o s t i l e  to  

such a request .  I  thought t h a t  I  would have b e t t e r  chances i f  

I  adopted a less s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  approach to  the da ta ,  i e ,  

through the less q u a l i f i e d  s t a f f  such as s e c r e t a r i e s  and/or  

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s t a f f .

A r r i v i n g  a t  the Legal Department I  soon learned t h a t  

th e re  were no computerised s t a t i s t i c s  on the s u b je c t .  I  was 

presented to  the person resp ons ib le  f o r  the keeping of  the  

records of  the w o rk e rs ’ gr ievances a g a in s t  the company. These 

records are organised in a very simple way: a l l  I  had to  do 

was to  add up the number of  gr ievances and the number of  

workers in each gr ievance  f i l l e d .  This was a simple op era t io n  

but i t  took some t ime to  ge t  through i t .  I  gathered data from 

1978 up to  1987. A f t e r  some t ime working on these records,  I  

was c a l l e d  by the  s e c r e ta ry  o f  the Head of  the  Legal 

Department and t o l d  to  r e p o r t  immediately to  h is  o f f i c e .

I  was rece ived  by a very h o s t i l e  person who questioned  

the na ture  o f  my research ,  t e l l i n g  me t h a t  I  was touching on 

" c o n f id e n t ia l  in fo rm a t io n "  and t h a t  I  could not leave the  

b u i ld in g  w ith  i t .  I  f i r s t  t r i e d  to  use th e  " le g i t im a c y "  

argument, saying t h a t  I  was a respons ib le  researcher  and
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would not be ca re less  in the d e s t in a t i o n  o f  the  d a ta .  Second,

I  argued, t h i s  in form at ion  was a t  l e a s t  t h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  

supposed to  be in  the p u b l ic  domain given t h a t  the  gr ievances  

were judged by a pu b l ic  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  th e  Labour Courts .

From the way the conversat ion  developed I concluded t h a t  

the Head of  the Department was a f r a i d  t h a t  t h i s  in fo rm a t io n ,  

i f  made p u b l ic ,  might serve as f u r t h e r  evidence o f  the  

company’ s misconduct towards i t s  w ork force .  A la rg e  number o f  

gr ievances  were r e la te d  to  h e a l th  and s a fe t y  c o n d i t io n s  

in s id e  the  p l a n t .  I t  a lso  became c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  o f f i c i a l  

represented the kind of manageria l ideology which had 

p r e v a i l e d  in  the company during the  years o f  m i l i t a r y  

government in B r a z i l ,  and which had surv ived  p o l i t i c a l  

l i b e r a l i s a t i o n .  He was f o r  example, opposed to  any barga in ing  

w ith  workers during Wage Campaign per iods and c l a s s i f i e d  the  

CUT, one o f  autonomous w o rk e rs ’ c o n fe d e ra t io n s ,  as a 

"communist grouping".  This  type o f  language had disappeared  

from p u b l ic  l i f e  in B ra z i l  s ince  a l l  the  l e f t  wing p a r t i e s  

had been le g a l i s e d  in the e a r l y  1980s.

In  the end, I  managed to  take  the in fo rm a t io n  w i th  me 

based on i t s  "pub l ic  nature" and n e g o t ia t in g  t h a t  the  

in fo rm a t io n  would be used in "a resp o n s ib le  way" which, f o r  

the head o f  t h i s  department seemed to  mean keeping i t  f a r  

away from the union and media j o u r n a l i s t s .  Although I  was 

f i n a l l y  ab le  to  leave w ith  the in fo r m a t io n ,  t h i s  gentleman 

had been in  touch w ith  the female p s y c h o lo g is t ,  "my 

ga tekeep er" ,  and I  was suppose to  re p o r t  immediate ly  to  her .

Th is  I  d id and the meeting was ex trem e ly  tense .  She
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argued t h a t  I  should not have e s ta b l is h e d  any d i r e c t  contac t  

w ith o u t  her knowledge, t h a t  my research was demanding more 

in fo rm a t io n  than o r i g i n a l l y  thought,  and t h a t  i t  was ta k in g  

"a b i t  longer than o r i g i n a l l y  expected" .  In  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  

she asked me to  i n t e r r u p t  my research and to  w r i t e  her a 

" r e p o r t " ,  as she c a l l e d  i t ,  on a l l  the work I had done up to  

t h a t  t im e ,  a l l  the co n ta c ts  I  had e s ta b l is h e d  and a l l  the f u 

t u r e  in te rv ie w s  I  might c a rry  out a t  the company. I  answered 

t h a t  I  would th in k  about i t  and re p o r t  back i f  I  considered  

a v i a b l e  p o s i t io n .

I  l e f t  knowing c l e a r l y  t h a t  i t  was the end of  my 

research with  management, a t  l e a s t  through the channels  

e s ta b l is h e d  up to  t h a t  t im e .  Although I  f e l t  very bad about 

the whole in c id e n t  t h a t  day and about the f a c t  t h a t  I  had not 

com plete ly  f in is h e d  the  c o l l e c t i o n  in the  company, I  was a lso  

r e l i e v e d  t h a t  I  could f i n a l l y  put an end to  my "double 

i d e n t i t y "  a c t i v i t y  and e n te r  f u l l y  in to  the "o b s e rv e r -a s -  

p a r t i c i p a n t "  ro le  w ith  the workers.

Th is  episode could have damaged o th er  re s e a rc h e rs ’ 

at tem pts  to  in te r v ie w  management a t  t h a t  t im e .  But as f a r  as 

I  know, th e re  were no such a t tem pts ,  and access by f u t u r e  

researchers  w i l l  not be damaged f o r e v e r ,  f o r  two main 

reasons. F i r s t ,  s e n io r  p ro fe s s io n a ls  in  the  company tend to  

be moved around and do not s tay  long in  the  same t o p - l e v e l  

decis ion-making jo b s ,  given t h a t  the  s tate-owned c h a ra c te r  o f  

the company invo lv es  a complex system o f  p o l i t i c a l  

n e g o t ia t io n s  in the a l l o c a t i o n  o f  top posts .  Even when th e re  

is  no s u b s t i t u t i o n  a t  th e  h ighest  le v e l  o f  company d i r e c t o r s ,
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heads of  department and o ther  s t r a t e g i c  p o s i t io n s  are  

sometimes re -a r ra n g e d  to  meet p o l i t i c a l  and a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  

demands.

The second reason f o r  b e l ie v in g  t h a t  en trance  was not  

closed f o r  o th e r  researche rs ,  is  the importance o f  personal  

co ntac ts  and r e fe r e e s  f o r  the o b ta in in g  o f  in fo rm a t io n  from 

the company. Th is  was confirmed by the f a c t  t h a t  during my 

second f i e l d  t r i p ,  I  was ab le  to  re tu rn  to  the Job and Wages 

Department by r e - c o n t a c t in g  s t a f f  members whom I  had 

in te rv ie w ed  in 1988. Through t h i s  channel I  was ab le  to  

update a s e t  o f  da ta  on job  t i t l e s  and general  s t a t i s t i c s .  

Moreover, during the second t r i p  I  was ab le  to  o b ta in  some 

important  in fo rm a t io n  concerning the company’ s p o l ic y  on 

automation and computers thanks to  a network t h a t  was 

e s ta b l is h e d  f o r  me by an engineer I  had met a t  the  E n g in ee rs ’ 

Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda.

The Metal workers’ Union s p l i t

The c o n f l i c t  w i th  management over the Annual Work 

C on trac t  was not the on ly  problem faced by the metalworkers  

during the per iod  o f  my f i e ld w o r k .  The lea de rs  and a c t i v i s t s  

a t  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ o f  Union of V o l t a  Redonda were d iv id e d  

by d ispu tes  t h a t  dated back to  1985 and 1987, when some 

m i l i t a n t s  and le a d e rs  from the e x ec u t iv e  had been e x p e l le d  or  

were fo rced  to  re s ig n  from the  union. During my s tay  in the  

f i e l d ,  f u r t h e r  ex pu ls ion s  of  members on the e x e c u t iv e  seemed 

imminent once ag a in .
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This quest ion  w i l l  be t r e a t e d  in  d e t a i l  in  subsequent  

ch ap te rs ,  but i t  seems a p p ro p r ia te  to  mention here t h a t  the  

leaders  in charge o f  the  Metal w orkers ’ Union a t  the time of  

my f i r s t  f i e l d  t r i p ,  were the "new u n io n is ts "  who had 

o r i g i n a l l y  gained o f f i c e  in 1983 and won the  e le c t i o n s  in 

1986 (21 ) .  Around f i f t y  per cent o f  the  le a d e rs h ip  came

from the o r i g i n a l  "Union Opposit ion Group", o thers  having 

l e f t  o f f i c e  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons. Since th e  f i r s t  v i c t o r y  of  

the union o p p o s i t io n ,  o ther  s tee lw ork ers  had a lso  been 

in corpo ra ted  as union o f f i c i a l s .  Now a new c r i s i s  was 

looming, w ith  t h r e a t s  o f  expuls ion of  two o f  i t s  d i r e c t o r s  by 

the r e s t  o f  the group.

The Metal w o rke rs ’ Union as a Research Network

21. The main ex cep t io n  was t h e i r  most c h a r is m a t ic  le a d e r ,  
Juarez Antunes, o r i g i n a l l y  a sen ior  s k i l l e d  fu rnace  worker in  
the s te e l -m a k in g  department and one of  the  most important  
leaders  in  the b i r t h  o f  the Union O p p o s i t io n .  He became 
P re s id e n t  o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda in 1983 
and gained n a t io n a l  prominence during the  n e g o t ia t io n s  
between workers, management and government during  the s t r i k e s  
and occupations a t  the  company, from 1984 onwards. Juarez  
Antunes was e le c te d  as fe d e r a l  deputy in the  1986 e le c t i o n s  
and as Mayor of  V o l t a  Redonda in the loca l  e l e c t i o n s  o f  1988. 
U n f o r tu n a te ly ,  a f t e r  on ly  f i v e  months in o f f i c e ,  he died in  
a car crash on h is  way to  B r a s i l i a .

I  was not ab le  to  in te r v ie w  Juarez dur ing  my f i r s t  
period  in  the f i e l d ,  because he was then a f e d e r a l  deputy in  
B r a s i l i a  and only  spent a couple o f  hours in  V o l t a  Redonda, 
f o r  occasional p u b l ic  meetings of s t e e lw o r k e r s , before and 
during the s t r i k e  o f  May 1988. I  managed to  f i x  up an 
in te r v ie w  f o r  my next  f i e l d  t r i p  but i t  d id  not take  place  
because of  h is  sudden death .

I was however given a long and very d e t a i l e d  in te r v ie w  
with  Juarez Antunes ( 1 2 / 2 / 1 9 8 8 ) ,  produced by two researchers ,  
as records f o r  the  Union H is to ry  Centre (C en tro  de Memoria 
S i n d i c a l ) .  I  am g r a t e f u l  to  them f o r  a l lo w in g  me to  draw 
in fo rm a t io n  regard ing  Antunes’ opin ions and e v a lu a t io n  of the  
e v e n t s .
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A f t e r  being accepted by o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  w ith  

im portant  "gate -keep ing"  ro le s  in the union, I  s t a r te d  the  

search f o r  new co n tac ts  and informants through the  "snowball 

r e f e r r a l  method", which invo lves  a s e r ie s  o f  r e f e r r a l s  w i th in  

a c i r c l e  of  people who know each o ther  (B ie rn ac k i  and Waldorf  

1 981 :151 ) .

Although the  "snowball method" proved a success, another  

type o f  problem was to  keep a balance between e s t a b l is h in g  a 

"rapport"  w ith  the  in formants but,  a t  the same t im e,  

m ain ta in ing  a ca u t io us  d is tan ce  w ith  regard to  each o f  the  

groups in d ispu te  in  the union. I  knew t h a t  any b ias on my

p a r t  could a f f e c t  the  research in terms o f  the q u a l i t y  of

in fo rm a t io n  obta ined  during in te rv ie w s  and in contac ts  with  

in formants r e fe r r e d  to  me by union members. This problem is  

r e f e r r e d  in the l i t e r a t u r e  as the danger o f  " o v e r - r a p p o r t " , 

which can a c t u a l l y  endanger the o b j e c t i v i t y  o f  the data  

( 2 2 ) .

Another type o f  danger was not o f  a c t u a l l y  developing

"o ve r - ra p p o r t"  but o f  being seen by some f a c t i o n  in  the union

as more i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  one or o th e r  group. Although my 

"double i d e n t i t y "  r o le  had ended and I  was by now 

co ncen tra t ing  on research among the workers,  the d isputes  and

22. Adler  and A d le r  have de f ined  "over rappor t"  as a 
s i t u a t i o n  in which the  f i e l d  researcher  becomes too c lo s e ly  
a l igne d  w ith  one group in the s e t t i n g ,  which may prevent  the  
researcher  from g a in in g  access to  o th e r  groups in  the f i e l d .  
Adler  and A d le r ,  op. c i t .  1987 page 17. For a p r a c t ic a l  
discussion of t h i s  problem see C a s s e l l ,  J. op. c i t .  1988. For 
a r e s e a r c h e r ’ s d e s c r ip t io n  of h is  own exper ience  o f  "over  
rapport"  with  union le a d e rs ,  see M i l l e r ,  S. "The P a r t i c i p a n t  
Observer and Over-Rapport"  in American S o c io lo g ic a l  Review. 
No. 17 ( 1 ) ,  1952 pages 97 -99 .
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personal problems in  the  union and the  danger o f  being  

i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  one or o th e r  f a c t i o n  made my research in s id e  

and o u ts id e  the  union a d i f f i c u l t  one. I  always needed to  be 

v i g i l a n t ,  t r y i n g  to  "map" the groups and the reasons f o r  the  

d is p u te s .  An uncomfortable  f e e l i n g  was present  throughout  

t h i s  f i r s t  phase in the f i e l d .  I  had to  be very  c a r e f u l  in  

the way I  spoke and arranged in te rv ie w s  so as not to  h u r t  any 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  I  was s t r a i  g h t f  orward about my r o l e  as an 

"o u ts id e r"  concerning the d is p u te s ,  and would s t r e s s  the  need 

to  in t e r v ie w  a l 1 the p a r t i e s  in ques t ion .  Although t h i s  might  

have l i m i t e d  the answers o f  some in form ants ,  who might have 

been w o rr ied  t h a t  I  would "betray"  t h e i r  t r u s t  and pass 

in fo rm a t io n  to  the o th e r  f a c t i o n s ,  I  opted f o r  t h i s  posture  

and sought to  b u i ld  up t r u s t  w i th  the in fo rm ant ,  r a t h e r  than  

conceal my a c t i v i t i e s  and endanger the networks I  had so f a r  

b u i I t  up (2 3 )  .

The in te r v ie w s  w ith  the  leaders  and m i l i t a n t s  were made 

a t  the  union, u s u a l ly  in a small room t h a t  was made a v a i l a b l e  

to  me w i th  closed doors and p r iv a c y .  Whenever p o s s ib le ,  the  

in te rv ie w s  were arranged beforehand, a f t e r  an i n i t i a l ,

23. During the in te r v ie w s  in the  union w i th  the  le a d e rs  and 
m i l i t a n t s ,  I  would o f te n  have to  ask a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  
quest ion such as: in what way does t h i s  view o f  yours d i f f e r  
from the views held by X? Sometimes i t  would be hard f o r  the  
in form ant  to  transcend h is  everyday exper ience  and a c t u a l l y  
p in p o in t  the issues a t  s ta k e .  The answer might be a long 
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  personal problems between people w i th  curs ing  
and personal ac cusat ions .  At o ther  t imes however, c le a r  
d i f f e r e n c e s  concerning the  r o le  o f  the  union and general  
p o l i t i c s  would be o u t l in e d  making i t  p o ss ib le  f o r  the  
researcher  to  s t a r t  to  understand the less  personal aspects  
of  the d ispu tes  and s p l i t s  among union le a d e rs  and 
a c t i v i s t s .  I  w i l l  re tu rn  to  t h i s  issue in  the ch ap te rs  ahead.
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in formal  t a l k .  A l l  whole o f  the union e x e c u t iv e  knew o f  my 

presence th e r e  s ince  I  had been f o r m a l ly  accepted by the  

union. As w i th  a l l  o ther  in te rv ie w s ,  I  would t a l k  w ith  the  

in fo rm a nt ,  e x p la in  the research and the issues I  was 

i n t e r e s t e d  in ,  and g ive a d e t a i l e d  account o f  th e  d e s t in a t io n  

o f  the in fo rm a t io n  in an academic t h e s i s .  This  was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  im portant  as I  would ask permission to  tape the  

in t e r v ie w .  I t  is  worth no t ing  t h a t  I  soon discovered t h a t  I  

had been "checked out" by some union people .  Th is  is  a common 

p r a c t ic e  in  B r a z i l  in a union or p a r t y - p o l i t i c a l  environment.  

The person is  "checked out" to  see i f  he or  she is  not  

connected w i th  the p o l ic e  o r ,  in t h i s  case, w i th  the N at iona l  

Stee l  Company’ s management. Although I  had been "sponsored" 

by people from DIEESE, who are seen as t ru s tw o r th y  by the  

union le a d e rs ,  I  l a t e r  discovered t h a t  my p o l i t i c a l  

p re fe re n c es  had a ls o  been checked w ith  o th e r  people from my 

past p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  a c t i v i t y  ( 2 4 ) .

Oher In f o r m a n t s ’ Networks: Workers’ L iv in g  D i s t r i c t s  and the  

"Workers’ P a s t o r a l " .

At th e  same t ime t h a t  I  was o b ta in in g  access to  the  

group o f  a c t i v i s t s  and union o f f i c i a l s ,  I  a ls o  t r i e d  to  s e t  

other  networks among s te e l  w o rkers , not n e c e s s a r i ly  l in k ed  to

24. As an undergraduate s tudent  in Soc io logy ,  I  was a member 
of  the W orkers ’ P ar ty  ( PT) .  Although t h i s  in fo rm a t io n  might  
have had a n e g a t iv e  impact among those union leaders  who were 
c r i t i c a l  o f  the Workers’ P a r ty ,  I  suggest t h a t  t h i s  did no 
occur because I  was no longer a P ar ty  member and had been 
l i v i n g  o u ts id e  B r a z i l  a few years a l re a d y  by the t ime I  
conducted the  research .
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the union. Th is  was an im portan t  p o in t  s ince  "snowball"  

r e f e r r a l s  ob ta ine d  through workers in the union would most 

probably  be made up of a c t i v e  and m i l i t a n t  workers.  I  a ls o  

s e t  out  to  i n i t i a t e  o th e r  networks o f  workers w ith  less  

p o l i t i c a l  commitment or no membership or p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in the  

union as w e l l  as workers who were c r i t i c a l  o f  the union or in  

organised o p p o s i t io n  to i t .  My aim was to  study the broadest  

po s s ib le  range o f  op in ion among s tee lw o rk e rs  about "new 

unionism". B ie rna ck i  and W aldorf  (1981 :15 5 )  have r e f e r r e d  to  

t h i s  procedure as a process o f  a t ta in m e n t  o f  co n tro l  o f  the  

"chains of  r e f e r r a l s "  by the researcher .  As I  w i l l  suggest  

s h o r t l y ,  t h i s  is  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  im portant  issue in regard to  

the r e p re s e n ta t iv e n e s s  of the  in te r v ie w  m a t e r i a l .

The s t r a t e g y  used to  i n i t i a t e  these d i f f e r e n t  networks  

was to  lo c a te  and then e s t a b l i s h  co ntac t  in " lo c a le s "  w i t h in  

which people congregate ,  as s i t e s  f o r  re c ru i tm e n t  of  members 

(Lee and R e n z e t t i  1 9 9 0 :5 16 ) .  I  was in troduced to  severa l  

workers and I v i s i t e d  d i f f e r e n t  w o rk in g -c la s s  d i s t r i c t s  in my 

f i r s t  days in the  f i e l d ,  b a s i c a l l y  through the help o f  two 

"sponsors",  the  union and the  C a th o l ic  Church. Some o f  these  

contacts  agreed to  be in te rv ie w e d  and l a t e r  became 

in fo rm ants .  Through the "snowball r e f e r r a l " method, these  

in formants  then in troduced me to  severa l  o th e r  workers  

( 2 5 ) .  L i t t l e  by l i t t l e ,  through such r e f e r r a l s  to  

workmates, f r i e n d s  and neighbours ,  I  was ab le  to  i n i t i a t e

25. The basic  procedure I  adopted was t h a t  o f  asking f o r  
r e f e r r a l s  once the  in te r v ie w  w i th  the worker had ended and 
had been s u c c e s s fu l .  A m a jo r i t y  o f  the workers I  in te rv ie w ed  
would u s u a l ly  t r y  to  help me and would o f f e r  one or two 
c o n t a c t s .
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o th e r  networks of  people,  not d i r e c t l y  l in k e d  w i th  the union 

or Church. With t h i s  s t ra te g y  I  was a b le  to  e s t a b l i s h  th re e  

o th e r  networks of  in form ants ,  based on p laces  where they  

congregate .  These "places" were: 1) the  borough o f  Sao Joao,

2) the  borough of Sao Luiz  and 3) the borough o f  Agua Limpa.

What I  c a l l  "boroughs" here are w o rk in g -c la s s  d i s t r i c t s  

co nstru c te d  in what, a very shor t  t ime ago would have been 

c a l l e d  r u r a l  areas of the town of  V o l t a  Redonda. What is  

common to  these w o rk ing -c las s  d i s t r i c t s  is  t h a t  they have 

been constructed  s ince the w e l fa re  p ro v is io n s  o f  the "company 

town” days came to  an end. By the l a t e  1960s the  company had 

disengaged from any r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  housing, and each 

worker had to  solve h is  or her housing problem on an 

i n d iv id u a l  bas is .  Owing to  the chronic shortage of popular  

housing in B r a z i l ,  t h i s  question is  o f  g r e a t  concern to  

workers .  Some have r e l i e d  on " s e l f - c o n s t r u c t i o n "  w ith  the  

help o f  f r i e n d s ,  over a long period o f  t im e;  o thers  have 

managed to  buy small houses under mortgage plans organised by 

c e n t r a l  government through the BNH -  Banco Nacional da 

Habitacao (N a t io n a l  Housing Bank). One can f in d  in these

boroughs an a c t iv e  community w ith  a l l  s o r t s  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  

from progre ss ive  Workers’ Pastora l  and Associacoes de 

Moradores (Community A ssoc ia t io ns )  a l l  th e  way to  B a p t is t  and 

Moron se c ts .  Although i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  assess which type of  

r e l i g i o u s  o r i e n t a t i o n  -  p rogress ive  or re a c t io n a ry  

predominates in these boroughs, i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  say t h a t  

the p rog ress ive  C a th o l ic  Church has had an impressive  

in f lu e n c e  on the loca l  g ras s - ro o ts  o r g a n is a t io n .
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L u c k i ly ,  through "sponsorship" I  was ab le  to  i n i t i a t e  

contacts  w i th  the Workers’ P a s to r a l ,  which thus became 

another research network to g e th er  w i th  the union and the  

th re e  working c lass  boroughs. The o f f i c e  of the  Workers’ 

Pastora l  i s  located  a t  the Diocese, in  the c i t y  ce n t re  of  

V o l ta  Redonda. My f i r s t  contact  w ith  the  Workers’ Par ty  was 

through the  Bishop o f  V o l ta  Redonda, Dom W ald ir  C a lh e i ro s ,  

who to g e th e r  w ith  the Bishop of  Nova Igua<^u, Dom H i p o l i t o ,  

had played a major ro le  in support ing  g ra s s - ro o ts  s o c ia l  

movements, even during the most re p re s s iv e  years of  m i l i t a r y  

r u le .  I  was " re fe r r e d "  to  Dom C a lh e i ro s  by the D i r e c t o r  o f  

IBASE and, a f t e r  a meeting w ith  the Bishop, he agreed to  help  

me. The Bishop put me in contac t  w ith  the  person respons ib le  

f o r  W orkers’ P a s t o r a l ,  c a l l e d  Geraldo. Geraldo was very  

dedicated and generous and l a t e r  became a key in form ant ,  

present ing  me to  new workers. Although he had not been a 

metalworker h im s e l f ,  because o f  h is  a c t i v i t y  in the Pastora l  

he knew everyone who had ever been invo lved  w ith  i t  s ince i t s  

e a r ly  days in  the 1970s. As the research progressed, Geraldo  

took me to  h is  community, the d i s t r i c t  of  Sao Joao and I  was 

able  to  meet and in te r v ie w  many workers not n e c e s s a r i ly  

l inked  w i th  the P a s t o r a l .

I t  is  im portant  to  note t h a t  a lthough I  d id  manage to  

crea te  d i f f e r e n t  networks o f  in formants  and to  c a r ry  out a 

la rge  number o f  v i s i t s  and in te r v ie w s ,  the  process was not a 

smooth or easy one. I  i n i t i a l l y  faced s i g n i f i c a n t  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  ga in ing  access to  a la rg e  number o f  workers.  

F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  th e re  was the high le v e l  o f  c o n f l i c t  between
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workers and managers and the t h r e a t  o f  s t r i k e  a c t io n  by the  

union. In s id e  the p l a n t ,  management had t ig h te n e d  

d i s c i p l i n a r y  procedures to  render any type o f  w o rk e rs ’ 

m o b i l is a t io n  q u i t e  d i f f i c u l t .  Outside the p l a n t ,  some 

m i l i t a n t  workers had been re c e iv in g  th re a te n in g  messages and 

a t  one t im e ,  the company wrote to  each w o rk e r ’ s home in an 

attempt to  d iscourage a s t r i k e .

In May, a f t e r  no improvement had occurred in  the  

n e g o t ia t io n  process w i th  management, an "occupation s t r i k e "  

was c a l l e d .  Although th e  s t r i k e  only la s te d  two days and 

ended w ith  a r e l a t i v e  v i c t o r y  f o r  the workers ,  some o f  the  

s p l i t s  between union o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  were made 

e x p l i c i t  and many workers f e l t  d is tu rb e d  and confused by the  

e v e n t s .

This was ob v io us ly  not a good moment f o r  a s t ra n g e r  to  

a r r i v e  and ask f o r  " q u a l i t a t i v e "  in te rv ie w s  on w o rk e rs ’ ideas  

about work, union and p o l i t i c s .  My on ly  way out was to  

construc t  strong " re fe re n c e  networks" where I  was always  

in troduced and "sponsored" by someone whom the worker t r u s t e d  

and could be e a s i l y  "checked out" i f  the in fo rm ant  so wished.  

Although t h i s  was the best  po ss ib le  procedure,  th e  p r a c t i c a l  

problems involved were not easy to  overcome. D i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  

access, the f a c t  t h a t  most workers d id not own te lephones ,  

the w orkers ’ non-stop s h i f t s  and the re p re s s iv e  atmosphere in  

town, a l l  worked as o b s ta c le s  t h a t  had to  be overcome during  

the f ie ld w o rk .

Because of  the i n i t i a l  n e g o t ia t io n s  between "my sponsor" 

and a poss ib le  in t e r v ie w e e ,  I  only  met w i th  workers who were
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w i l l i n g  to  be in te rv ie w e d .  In  some cases however, t h i s  

w i l l i n g n e s s  was not w i th o u t  an i n i t i a l  re lu c tan ce .  Once the  

i n t e r v ie w  was arranged,  f o r  example, i t  was common f o r  

workers to  ask quest ions r e l a t e d  to  the d e s t in a t io n  o f  the  

research in fo r m a t io n .  I  was very w i l l i n g  to  answer a l l  the  

quest ions and to  e x p la in  t h a t  the  in fo rm a n t ’ s name would 

remain anonymous and t h a t  h is  in t e r v ie w  would be kept as 

c o n f i d e n t i a l  in fo rm a t io n .  I t  i s  im portant  to  note t h a t  some 

o f  the i n i t i a l  r e lu c ta n c e  was due not fe a rs  about company 

"spying" but to  an unease about t a l k i n g  c r i t i c a l l y  o f  the  

union or a union le a d e r ,  f o r  example,  or of  some p o l i t i c a l  

f a c t i o n .  The in fo rm a nt ,  q u i t e  understandably ,  needed some 

assurance o f  my " n e u t r a l i t y "  in r e l a t i o n  to  the union and to  

p o l i t i c a l  f a c t i o n s .

As t ime e lapsed and I  began to  be "seen" and "known" by 

the workers in these d i f f e r e n t  networks, the contacts  w ith  

new workers become much e a s i e r .  By then I was t r y i n g  to  

s t r i k e  a balance not on ly  in  the range of  p o l i t i c a l  

a f f i l i a t i o n s  and op in ions  but a ls o  in the s k i l l  composition  

o f  the workers .  I  w i l l  r e tu rn  to  t h i s  issue s h o r t l y .

Some In fo rm a t io n  on the C ond it ions  Under Which the In te r v ie w s  

Were Held .

I  was very  g r a t e f u l  to  the  workers f o r  g iv ing  me t h e i r  

f r e e  t im e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  as I  knew how t i r e d  they always f e l t  

and how l i t t l e  t im e they had f o r  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  and f o r  

d e a l in g  w i th  d a y - to -d a y  m a t te rs .  Many workers po inted out
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t h a t  they had very l i t t l e  co n tro l  over t h e i r  t im e:  work took  

up around 10 hours o f  the  day and the much-needed s leep ,  

might take  up much o f  the r e s t .  Since the s te e l  p l a n t  is  such 

a s t r e s s f u l  environment, f a t i g u e  and s t r e s s - r e l a t e d  problems 

occurred very f r e q u e n t ly  among them.

In g e n era l ,  the in te rv ie w s  were held e i t h e r  a t  the  union 

or the Diocese ( 2 6 ) .  Sometimes an in te r v ie w  might take  

place a t  the w o rk e r ’ s home, and in t h i s  case i t  would be 

c a r e f u l l y  accompanied by members o f  the fa m i ly  ( 2 7 ) .

26. I  was aware o f  the importance of  the  lo c a t io n  o f  the  
in te r v ie w ,  in the sense t h a t  the in te rv ie w e e  could assume 
t h a t  I  had some form o f  a l l i a n c e  or commitment w i th  the  
people in  the p la ce .  The Diocese became a re fe re nce  p o in t  and 
a p lace to  arrange to  in te r v ie w  workers. Sometimes the  worker  
might not wish to  take  me to  h is  home or sometimes h is  home 
was very f a r  way. At o th e r  t im es ,  as the  Diocese was a 15-  
minute walk from the p l a n t ’ s ga te ,  the in te rv ie w e e  was 
w i l l i n g  to  meet me s t r a i g h t  a f t e r  work. Besides these  
p r a c t i c a l  aspects ,  I  came to  t h in k  of the Diocese as a s o r t  
of  “n e u t r a l"  ground f o r  workers who were in  open o p p o s i t io n  
w ith  the  union, because th e r e ,  I  was not c lo s e ly  i d e n t i f i e d  
w ith  the "union people" .

The u n io n ’ s headquarters  was a lso used as an in te r v ie w  
p lace .  Although both p laces might have the  disadvantage of  
suggesting to  a p a r t i c u l a r  worker t h a t  I  might be l in k ed  
i d e o l o g i c a l l y  or p o l i t i c a l l y  w ith  these i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  the  
union in t h i s  respect  was “worse" than the Diocese. I t  could  
be d is a s t ro u s ,  f o r  example, to  ask a n o n - m i l i t a n t  or non
unionised member to  go to  the union or show myself  w i th  any 
l i n k s  w ith  them. I  only  in te rv ie w e d  r a n k - a n d - f i l e  workers in  
the union e i t h e r  when the  worker h im se l f  proposed i t ,  or  
when my re fe rence  had been someone from the union, and in  
t h a t  case th e re  was a c l e a r  l i n k  between him and the  union.  
In  my e v a lu a t io n ,  the Church in  t h i s  case did not have the  
same connota t ions .

27. Being a female researcher  and an "o u ts ide r"  I  sensed t h a t  
by t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  code i t  was not very common f o r  a woman 
o u ts ide  t h e i r  immediate c i r c l e  to  engage in long and personal  
conversat ions  w ith  the lo ca l  men. I  would welcome th e  w i f e ’ s 
presence, i f  she took the  i n i t i a t i v e .  Sometimes the  whole 
fa m i ly  might s i t  w i th  us and accompany the in t e r v ie w .

Th is  c u l t u r a l  t r a c e  o f  a c e r t a in  "uneasiness" in  
contacts  between an o u ts id e r  female researcher  and in s id e r  
male in form ant has a ls o  been acknowledged by E ck e r t ,  C. Os 
Homens da M ina . 1985 page 110 and Landes, R. op. c i t .  1970
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My in te r v ie w in g  hours were l in ked  w ith  the w o rk e rs ’ 

s h i f t s  which were: from 8 :00  to  16:00 or from 16:00 to  24:00  

or 24:00 to  8 :0 0 .  The ac tu a l  day of  the week -  weekday or  

weekend -  did not m at te r  much s ince  the w o rkers ’ day o f f  was 

on the s ix t h  day a f t e r  complet ing one of  the weekly s h i f t s .

E a r l i e r  in  t h i s  chapter  I  s ta te d  t h a t  "machismo" was

common to  my i n i t i a l  c o n ta c ts  with  some management and 

workers. I t  must be s t re ssed  however, t h a t  I  was ab le  to  

bu i ld  up w ith  the workers an area  of  s i g n i f i c a n t  empathy, 

which arose from the f a c t  t h a t  my research was about them and 

t h e i r  work ( 2 8 ) .  Many in form ants  expressed t h i s  very  

c l e a r l y  by t e l l i n g  me how they had r a r e l y  been asked d e t a i l e d  

questions about t h e i r  work, or  about t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  and 

percept ions  w ith  regard to  i t .  Many enjoyed g iv in g  me 

d e t a i l e d  te c h n ic a l  accounts and apprec ia ted  the f a c t  t h a t  I  

understood a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f  them. Although t h e i r  work was so 

d i f f i c u l t ,  most s tee lw o rk e rs  expressed a strong p r id e  in what  

they were doing: they thought management did not va lue  t h e i r  

work, but they themselves f e l t  proud and worthy f o r  " c re a t in g  

s t e e l ".

In  general terms, a lthough the  f i r s t  f i e l d  t r i p  was f u l l

of  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and problems, I  would suggest t h a t  I  was ab le

to  develop a good " rappor t"  w i th  the in form ants .  The f i e l d  

t r i p  ended in  Ju ly  1988. Although my disengagement from the  

f i e l d  was much f a c i l i t a t e d  by my r o le  o f  " p e r ip h e ra l

page 126.

28. This  issue has a ls o  been f e l t  and addressed by Beynon, H. 
Working f o r  Fo rd , 1984 and P o l l e r t ,  A. G i r l s .  Wives. Factory  
Li v e s . 1981.
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membership", much less invo lved  than " a c t iv e "  or  "complete" 

membership, i t  was not an easy task  (A d le r  e t  al . 1987) .  Here 

I  s t ro n g ly  i d e n t i f y  w ith  K la tch  (1988)  who did research in a 

" p o l i t i c a l l y "  a c t i v e  community. The au thor  s ta te d  t h a t  w h i le  

th e re  is  a sense of r e l i e f  in the ending o f  the research  

because o f  the  psychological  s t r a i n  in v o lv e d ,  th e re  is  a lso  

a sense o f  " d is lo c a t io n "  from one’ s own environment,  due to  

the impact the  f i e ld w o rk  produces on the  re se a rch e r ,  which is  

d i f f i c u l t  to  share w ith  people from o u ts id e  the f i e l d .

I t  might be suggested t h a t  s ince my de p ar tu re  from the  

f i e l d  co inc ided  with  my re tu rn  to  England, th e re  was a 

d i f f i c u l t  and sharp break w i th  the r e a l i t i e s  o f  f i e ld w o r k .  

But on the o th e r  hand t h i s  g r e a t l y  f a c i l i t a t e d  the c r e a t io n  

of  a "d is ta nc e"  from the data  and a r e f l e c t i o n  about the  

ex per ie n ce .  Th is  co n s t ru c t io n  of  a "d is tance"  ra is e s  a f i n a l  

problem o f  le a v in g  the f i e l d ,  which in  the l i t e r a t u r e  has 

been termed the  "agony o f  b e t r a y a l " .  Th is  r e f e r s  to  the  

f i e l d w o r k e r ’ s agony of once he or she "plumbs respondents f o r  

t h e i r  deepest emotions and b e l i e f s ,  then leaves the f i e l d  to  

analyse these p e rs p e c t iv es  from a t h e o r e t i c a l  and detached 

framework" (A d le r  e t .  al . 19 87 :2 4 ) .  Although the  term might  

be a b i t  o v e r - d r a m a t ic , I  d id  exper ience  a r a t h e r  s i m i l a r  

problem when I  s t a r t e d  the  w r i t i n g  up process ( 2 9 ) .

29. I  would suggest t h a t  owing to  the n a tu re  o f  my research  
problem -  the  issue of union democracy in a "new u n io n is t"  
union -  I  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  uneasy in the  i n i t i a l  stages of  
the w r i t i n g  up. Although I  have sought to  produce an 
o b j e c t i v e  and c r i t i c a l  assessment o f  t h i s  case study, I  did  
not wish to  undermine the im portant  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  the "new 
u n io n is t"  union to  the dem ocrat is ing  process in  B r a z i l .
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3 . 2 .  Second Phase o f  F ie ld w o rk  -  January /February  1990

What I  have descr ibed above is  a general o u t l i n e  o f  my 

f i r s t  t r i p  in t o  the f i e l d ,  in  1988. The second t r i p ,  in  

January -February  1990, was in  many respects  much e a s ie r  and 

less  s t r e s s f u l  than the  f i r s t .  I  did not have to  c re a te  new 

networks but on ly  to re -acce ss  the people I  had got to  know 

in the  p a s t .  Many dram at ic  events had taken p lace during the  

per iod  in  between. In  November 1988, during a s t r i k e  c a l l e d  

by the union, the  army had in te rven ed  in  the p la n t  and th re e  

workers were k i l l e d .  In  March 1989, one o f  the u n io n ’ s most 

c h a r is m a t ic  le a d e rs ,  Juarez Antunes, had died in a car  crash.  

A few months be fore  my second t r i p ,  a r ig h t -w in g  commando had 

blown up a monument which had been e rec ted  on the town’ s main 

square, to  honour the th re e  workers k i l l e d  in the in c id e n t  

w ith  the  army.

I t  was very  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  in  t h i s  second f i e l d  t r i p ,  to  

see how some o f  the m i l i t a n t s  had developed in t h e i r  

m i l i t a n c y  to  become im porta n t  reg io na l  and even n a t io n a l  

labour le a d e rs .  I t  was a ls o  im portant  to  be ab le  to  fo l lo w  

the development o f  c e r t a i n  power d ispu tes  in the union as 

w el l  as the  changing r o le s  o f  c e r t a i n  workers. For example,  

two o f  the  most i n t e r e s t i n g  " a c t i v i s t s "  whom I  got know in  my 

f i r s t  t r i p ,  now had f u l l - t i m e  jobs as union o f f i c i a l s .  I  was 

a ls o  given e a s ie r  access to  some o f  the o f f i c i a l  meetings a t  

the union. During t h i s  t im e ,  I  was ab le  to  in te r v ie w  two o f  

the f a c t i o n s  o f  the p res en t  "Union Opposit ion" and to  o b ta in
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f u r t h e r  in fo rm a t io n  regard ing  party  p o l i t i c s  in  th e  lo c a l  

community. Apart  from the  group of organised workers,  I  a ls o  

v i s i t e d  o th er  workers who had become key in form ants  during  

the f i r s t  f i e l d  t r i p  and w ith  whom f r i e n d s h i p  bonds had 

developed. I  was a ls o  ab le  to  make new c o n ta c ts .

As I have a l re a d y  mentioned, I  was ab le  to  ga ther  more 

in fo rm a t io n  from the company. This completed my research on 

company p o l i c i e s  and s t a t i s t i c a l  in fo rm at io n  regard ing  the  

w orkforce .  In  f a c t  t h i s  p a r t  o f  the research was a ls o  helped  

by the  f a c t  t h a t  the  union had, fo r  the f i r s t  t ime in i t s  

h i s t o r y ,  obta ined basic  in fo rm at io n  about the  company as the  

r e s u l t  of  an agreement with management on the  

"dem ocra t isa t ion"  o f  in fo rm a t io n  fo r  workers.

4.  "Representa t iveness"  and " V a l i d i t y "  o f  th e  F ie ld -W ork  Data

4 . 1 .  An O u t l in e  o f  the  General S t ru c tu re  o f  the  In te r v ie w e d  

Group and In t e r v ie w  M a te r ia l

The informal co n ta c ts  and observat ions gathered from the  

two f i e l d  t r i p s  to  V o l t a  Redonda were recorded in a f i e l d -  

notebook which accompanied me throughout the  research .  The 

f i n a l  t o t a l  o f  fo r m a l ly  taped in te rv ie w s  was seventy two 

( 7 2 ) .  F i f t y - f i v e  (5 5 )  o f  these were w ith  s te e lw o rk e rs  who 

e i t h e r  worked in the N a t io n a l  Steel  p la n t  or were a c t i v i s t s  

or union o f f i c i a l s  in  the Metal w orkers ’ Union o f  V o l t a  

Redonda. F ive  (5 )  were second time in te rv ie w s  w i th  the  same 

in form ants .  The remaining twelve  were c a r r i e d  out w i th
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company management, C a th o l ic  Church lea d e rs ,  s t e e lw o r k e r s ’ 

wives engaged in g ra s s - ro o ts  community movements, a union  

lawyer and union a d v is e rs  ( 3 0 ) .

The 55 in te rv ie w s  w ith  manual workers v a r ie d  in  le ngth :  

they la s te d  on average about one and a h a l f  hours, but some 

las ted  more than two hours and on f i v e  occasions I  had more 

than one in t e r v ie w  w i th  the  same in form ant .  With a s in g le  

ex cep t ion ,  I  was ab le  to  tape a l l  the in te r v ie w s .  The 

in te r v ie w  schedule was used much more as a c h e c k l i s t  o f  

issues on which I  wanted the  informants to  comment than as a 

c lo se d - ty p e  q u e s t io n n a i r e .  The s e t  of  quest ions concerned the  

in fo rm a n t ’ s work h i s t o r y  be fore  jo i n i n g  the N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company, h is  fa m i ly  background in manual work, and how he got  

the job in the p l a n t .  I  asked about h is  educat ion and 

t r a i n i n g ,  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  present and former jo b s ,  job  

r o u t in e ,  pe rc ep t ion  of  the production process as a whole -  

"do you know how s te e l  is  made?" -  and l e v e ls  o f  d i s c r e t i o n  

over h is  jo b .  I  a lso  asked f o r  va lue judgements about h is  

work, about working in a state-owned p l a n t ,  about r e l a t i o n s  

with  o ther  workmates and w i th  management. An im portant  s e t  o f  

questions were designed to  f i n d  out in fo rm a t io n  on s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  the  worker had knowledge of  and /or  had p a r t i c i p a t e d  

in -  e s p e c i a l l y  the na ture  and dimension o f  the  s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s ,  the  p ro ta g o n is ts  involved and the ways in  which 

the c o n f l i c t s  were played out .

30. Besides these formal taped in te r v ie w s ,  many in form al  
t a lk s  and co n tac ts  were recorded in the f i e l d  t r i p  notebook 
and proved to  be an im portan t  source o f  in fo rm a t io n  in  the  
w r i t in g  up phase.
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Another se t  o f  quest ions r e fe r r e d  to  the  in f o r m a n t ’ s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in ,  and views about the union. I  asked about  

the h i s t o r y  o f  h is  " u n io n is a t io n " ,  when he was a member and 

would t r y  to  br ing  t h i s  h i s t o r y  up to  the  present  day. When 

he was not unionised I  would t r y  to d iscover  the  reasons f o r  

t h a t .  The d a y - to -d a y  union presence in  the p l a n t  and the  

content  o f  a c t i v i s t  a c t io n  were also ex p lo red .  Questions were 

asked about the w o rk e r ’ s views on the ten s t r i k e s  in the  

company s ince  1984 and about h is behaviour o f  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  

or withdrawing during the s t r i k e s .

P a r t i c i p a t i o n  in non-union as s o c ia t io n s  such as Church 

and community g a th e r in g s ,  as wel l  as p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  

pre ferences  ( i f  any) were a lso  exp lored .

F i n a l l y ,  th e re  was a se t  of  s p e c i f i c  quest ions f o r  the  

workers who were le a d e rs .  I  was in t e r e s t e d  in  t r a c in g  the  

process o f  t h e i r  " p o l i t i c i s a t i o n " ,  t h e i r  a f f i l i a t i o n  to  

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  and o rg a n is a t io n s ,  i f  any, as w e l l  as t h e i r  

o v e r a l l  assessment o f  the union government s ince  the  b i r t h  o f  

the "Union Opposit ion  Group". I  would a ls o  t r i e d  to  e x p lo re  

t h e i r  p o s i t io n  in r e l a t i o n  to  the d i f f e r e n t  workers  

autonomous c o n fe d era t io n s  -  CUT, CGT and CGT -  as w e l l  as 

t h e i r  s h o r t - te rm  and long- te rm  goals as le a d e rs .  Questions  

were asked about the  d i f f e r e n t  fa c t io n s  in and o u ts id e  the  

union, and I  t r i e d  to  lo c a te  the l e a d e r s ’ own p o s i t io n  in  

r e l a t i o n  to  the s p l i t s  t h a t  were ta k in g  p lac e .  A f u r t h e r  s e t  

of  quest ions concerned the  everyday and a d m in is t r a t io n  o f  the  

union, the  dec is ion-m ak ing  process, the forms o f  

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  to  the rank and f i l e  and the ways in which
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p o l ic y  p r i o r i t i e s  were drawn ( 3 1 ) .

The r e s e a r c h e r ’ s way o f  fo rm u la t in g  quest ions  to  the  

in te rv ie w e e  is  undoubtedly one o f  the s o - c a l l e d  “a r t s  o f  the  

t r a d e " .  The themes o u t l in e d  above were " t r a n s la t e d "  in to  

workable and less lead ing  quest ions ( 3 2 ) .  As the  in t e r v ie w  

progressed, I  was ab le  to  b u i ld  up a vocabulary o f  lo c a l  and 

t e c h n ic a l  words which al lowed both b e t t e r  communication 

between researche r  and in te r v ie w e e ,  and a g r e a te r  

understanding o f  the "c a te gor ie s  o f  thought" o f  the  

researched group.

31. The reader  w i l l  f in d  t h a t  in the c i t a t i o n  o f  in fo r m a n t s ’ 
in te r v ie w s ,  I  have fo l low e d  two d i f f e r e n t  systems. When 
s tee l  w o rk e rs , Company managers, and o th er  in form ants  are  
c i t e d ,  they are  a l l o c a t e d  numbers to  guarantee anonymity.  In  
other  occasions, ins tead  of  numbers the worker h im s e l f  is  
named. Th is  takes p lace only in the case of  union l e a d e r s , 
who are p u b l ic  f i g u r e s .  This  was done w ith  the l e a d e r ’ s 
knowledge and w ith  the o b je c t iv e  o f  g iv in g  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  to  
t h e i r  o p in io ns .

32. By less lead ing  quest ions I  mean t h a t  the in fo rm a nt  had 
the freedom to  in troduce  issues which had not been 
a n t i c i p a t e d ,  and t h a t  the quest ions did not have to  be asked 
in the i n i t i a l l y  proposed o rd e r .

However, the o rde r  in  which some quest ions were ra is e d  
was not random. Since union quest ions and p a r t y - p o l i t i c a l  
quest ions are  very " s e n s i t i v e " ,  i t  was thought t h a t  they  
should f o l lo w  a s e t  o f  quest ions on the  in fo r m a n t ’ s l i f e  as 
a worker so t h a t  some i n t e r a c t i o n  could occur b e fo re  more 
d i f f i c u l t  quest ions were addressed to  the in fo rm a nt .

For d e t a i l s  on d i f f e r e n t  types o f  in t e r v ie w  procedures,  
see E l l e n ,  op. c i t .  1984 page 230. For a very good d iscuss ion  
of the " q u a l i t a t i v e  in te rv ie w "  see Burgess, R. "Conversat ions  
with a Purpose: The Ethnographic In t e r v ie w  in  Educat iona l
Research", op. c i t .  1988.

102



4 . 2 .  The Ideas  o f  " T h e o re t ic a l Sampling" and th e  

" T r ia n g u la t io n "  o f  Data

I  would l i k e  in t h i s  s ec t io n  to  address the  issues of  

the " re p re s e n ta t iv e n e s s "  of  my data as w e l l  as the v a l i d i t y  

of the  in fo rm a t io n  gathered.  The s e le c t io n  o f  in te rv ie w e e s  

was o r ie n te d  by the type o f  research problem. The in te rv ie w e d  

group may be d iv id e d  in to  two sub-groups. One group was 

composed o f  the 12 in te rv ie w s  c a r r ie d  out w i th  managers, 

community r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and union a d v is e rs .  These 

in te rv ie w s  were sought as complementary d a ta ,  to  c ros s -  

re fe re nce  the  in fo rm a t io n  t h a t  was being ob ta ined  in  the  

in te rv ie w s  w i th  workers as wel l  as the da ta  based on company 

and union records.

The second sub-group was composed o f  in te r v ie w s  w i th  the  

manual workers .  Th is  group of  in te r v ie w s  was t r e a t e d  

according to  Bryman’ s suggestion,  as a " t h e o r e t i c a l  sample" 

of  the s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  in s e r t io n  o f  a group o f  workers  

from the N a t io n a l  S tee l  p la n t  ( 3 3 ) .  The basic  o b j e c t i v e  o f  

the author was to  fo rm a l is e  the way in  which q u a l i t a t i v e  

samples are o b ta in e d .  Whereas a s t a t i s t i c a l  sample bears a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  the numerical  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the l a r g e r

33. As d e f in e d  by Bryman, "according to  the  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  
" t h e o r e t i c a l  sample",  the researcher  observes on ly  as many 
a c t i v i t i e s  or  in te r v ie w s  as many people,  as are  needed in  
order to  " s a tu ra te "  the c a te g o r ie s  being developed ( . . . ) " .  
For d e t a i l s  see Bryman, A. op. c i t .  1988 page 117.

For another  way o f  drawing q u a l i t a t i v e  sampling see 
P a t t o n ’ s idea o f  a "purposeful sample w i th  maximum v a r i a t i o n  
sampling" in How to  Use Q u a l i t a t i v e  Methods in E v a l u a t i o n . 
1 987.
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p o p u la t io n  from which the sample is  taken ,  a q u a l i t a t i v e  

sample should bear a r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  the t h e o r e t i c a l  

p r i n c i p l e s  or t h e o r e t i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the problem 

under i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  A q u a l i t a t i v e  sample has a t h e o r e t i c a l  

contour ,  shaped by the s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  or economic 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the problem under i n v e s t i g a t i o n .

In  l i n e  w ith  these ideas,  I  would p o in t  out t h a t  my 

research sample was not s t a t i s t i c a l l y  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  in 

r e l a t i o n  to  the numerical un iverse o f  the  manual workforce a t  

the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company but was a " t h e o r e t i c a l  sample" of  

p o l i t i c a l  views and the d i f f e r e n t  l e v e ls  o f  a c t iv is m  of  

workers in a "new u n io n is t"  union, as w e l l  as a t h e o r e t i c a l  

sample o f  the s k i l l  composition in the product ion  p l a n t .  Two 

p r o p o s i t io n s  o r ie n te d  the s e le c t io n  o f  the workers to  be 

i n t e r v i  ewed:

1) The aim was to  draw the best po s s ib le  p i c t u r e  of  

d i f f e r e n t  po in ts  o f  view and le v e l s  o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  

from workers w ith  regard to  the s h o p - f lo o r ,  the union 

and n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .

2) Since the workforce in  the s t e e l  process in d u s try  is  

d iv id e d  in to  process workers and maintenance workers -  

as the core and most s t r a t e g i c  workers on the  one hand, 

and the n o n - s t r a t e g ic  s e m i - s k i l l e d  and u n s k i l l e d  workers  

on the o th e r  -  I  in tended to  ga the r  in te rv ie w s  from 

these fo u r  "groups" of  workers.

The research m a te r ia l  has, in my v iew, been c o n s is te n t  

with these two p ro p o s i t io n s .  In  r e l a t i o n  to  the f i r s t ,  I  have 

in te rv ie w e d  unionised and non-unionised workers; union
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l e a d e rs ,  union a c t i v i s t s ,  a c t i v e  workers and n o n -a c t ive  

workers; union leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  from d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  

a f f i l i a t i o n s ,  in  o f f i c e  in  the union as w e l l  as out o f  o f f i c e  

in o p p o s i t io n ;  workers who took a l i m i t e d  p a r t  in m i l i t a n t  

a c t io n s  and workers who did  not take  p a r t  in them a t  a l l  or  

were even opposed to  them; and f i n a l l y ,  workers who had run 

in some type o f  p o l i t i c a l  e l e c t i o n  f o r  l e g i s l a t i v e  or  

e x e c u t iv e  posts .

I t  was more d i f f i c u l t  to  co n tro l  f o r  the second because 

i t  meant s e l e c t i n g  people by s k i l l  le v e l  and the f i v e  contact  

networks were u n re la te d  to  t h i s .  However, w i th  my knowledge 

o f  the s k i l l  composit ion in the production p l a n t ,  I  t r i e d ,  as 

the research progressed to  t r y  to  e x e r t  co n tro l  over the  

r e f e r r a l  chains based on t h i s  s u bs ta n t iv e  issue (B ie rn ack i  

and W aldorf  1 9 8 1 :1 5 5 ) .  The "c o n tro l"  was exerc ised by

p r i o r i t i s i n g  workers w i th  a p a r t i c u l a r  s k i l l  and lev e l  o f

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a t  the  same t ime p o l i t e l y  re fu s in g  in te rv ie w s  

w ith  an a l re a d y  " s a tu ra te d  category  o f  w o rk e rs " . Th is  issue  

brings us to  the  d i f f i c u l t  problem o f  knowing "when to  stop"  

i n t e r v ie w in g .  My approach in  t h i s  respect  was in s p i re d  by the  

view o f  B ie rnack i  and W aldorf  (1 98 1 :15 7 )  t h a t  the number of  

cases provided by the  r e f e r r a l  chains should be l im i t e d  when 

the data  becomes r e p e t i t i o u s .  At t h a t  p o in t ,  say the authors ,

the researche r  should f e e l  c o n f id e n t  t h a t  the poss ib le

v a r i a t i o n s  w i t h in  a p a r t i c u l a r  sub-group have been exhausted.

I  would l i k e  to  e x p la in  t h i s  f u r t h e r .  At one p o in t  in my 

f i r s t  f i e l d  t r i p ,  I  stopped to  analyse the s k i l l  composition  

o f  the group o f  in te r v ie w s  and r e a l i s e d  t h a t  up to then,  only
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one in te r v ie w  had been w i th  an u n s k i l l e d  worker,  w h i le  a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  p ro p o r t io n  had been w ith  s k i l l e d  workers from the  

p l a n t ’ s maintenance s e c to rs .  I  was then worr ied  t h a t  t h i s  

would r e s u l t  in  o v e r - r e p r e s e n t a t io n  of a c e r t a i n  s k i l l  and 

u n d e r - re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a n o th er .  As i t  turned ou t ,  t h i s  was 

the r e s u l t  o f  a s t r u c t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the company’ s 

labour market a l l i e d  w i th  the  s o c i a l i s a t i o n  o f  the u n s k i l l e d  

workers. Cross-checking w i th  o th e r  sources soon a l lowed me to  

lea rn  th a t  the p a t t e r n  o f  s k i l l  composit ion o f  my in te r v ie w s  

fo l low ed  the s k i l l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  in the p la n t  as a whole.  

U n s k i l le d  jobs had been decreasing s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in the  

company s ince 1978, as they were t r a n s f e r r e d  to  sub

c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m s .  Although u n s k i l l e d  jobs had not been 

complete ly  ab o l is hed ,  they  tended to  c o n s t i t u t e  an i n i t i a l  

p o r t  of en try  in  the jo b  la d d e r ,  and not a jo b  in i t s e l f .  

Because of  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the in t e r n a l  labour  market  

in the company, many workers stayed very l i t t l e  t ime as 

u n s k i l l e d  lab o u re rs .  The s i g n i f i c a n t  number o f  s k i l l e d  

workers in maintenance jobs  a lso  r e f l e c t e d  the s t r a t e g i c  

importance of  the  maintenance s e c to r  in a process in d u s t ry  

such as s t e e l .

The p a r t i c u l a r  s k i l l  composit ion of  my sample could a ls o  

be expla ined by the  d i f f e r e n t  s o c ia l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the  

s k i l l e d  and u n s k i l l e d  w orker .  U n s k i l le d  workers d id  not  

appear "spontaneously" in  my networks because in f a c t  they  

are much more i s o la t e d  from o th e r  workers. Those who remain 

u n s k i l le d  labourers  in  th e  company are the most po or ly  paid  

workers and g e n e r a l ly  have the  worst l i v i n g  c o n d i t io n s .  They
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are  viewed as lo w -s ta tu s  jobs  by o ther  workers,  who sometimes 

d i s c r im in a t e  a g a in s t  them. I t  is  a lso  among the u n s k i l l e d  

t h a t  the g r e a te s t  number o f  i l l i t e r a t e  workers can be found.  

Moreover they seem to  be the  le a s t  w i l l i n g  and the  most 

r e l u c t a n t  to  take  p a r t  in  union a c t i v i t i e s  or s h o p - f lo o r  

mobi1i s a t i  o n .

The problem of  the  v a l i d i t y  o f  q u a l i t a t i v e  da ta  is  a lso  

an im portant  issue to  discuss ( 3 4 ) .  V a l i d i t y  o f  my f i e l d -  

m a te r ia l  has been sought in two ways, by i n t e r n a l  

t r i a n g u l a t i o n  and by e x t e r n a l  t r i a n g u l a t i o n . As proposed by 

E l le n  (1 9 8 4 :2 3 5 )  i n t e r n a l  t r i a n g u l a t i o n  co ns is ts  o f  e l i c i t i n g  

the same data  in a d i f f e r e n t  way from the same in fo rm a n t ,  or  

of  c ross-check ing  s i g n i f i c a n t  statements and d e s c r ip t io n s ,  

w ith  the s tatements  and d e s c r ip t io n s  w i th  those o f  o ther  

i n fo rm ants .

External  t r i a n g u l a t i o n  has been sought by what Denzin 

( 1 97 1:291 ) termed " s t r a t e g i e s  of m u l t i p l e  t r i a n g u l a t i o n "  . 

M u l t i p l e  t r i a n g u l a t i o n  c o n s is ts  of combining d i f f e r e n t  types  

of  methodology and research sources so t h a t  the rese archer  

can have as many d i f f e r e n t  p e rsp ec t iv es  and "vers ions"  o f  the  

problem under i n v e s t i g a t i o n  as p o ss ib le .

I  have sought to  c a r r y  out t r i a n g u l a t i o n  in my research  

by complementing my f i e l d  work and q u a l i t a t i v e  in te r v ie w s

34. There are  th re e  c l a s s i c a l  papers which d i r e c t l y  d iscuss  
t h i s  problem. See Becker, H. "Problems o f  In fe re n c e  and Proof  
in P a r t i c i p a n t  Observat ion" in  American S o c io lo g ic a l  Review. 
No. 23, 1958; Manning, P. "The Problem o f  I n t e r p r e t i n g  
In te r v ie w  Data" in  Socio logy and Socia l  Research, V o l .  61, 
A p r i l ,  1967 and Foot Whyte, W. and Dean, J. "How Do You Know 
i f  the In fo rm ant  is  T e l l i n g  the Truth?" in  Human 
Organi z a t i  on . V o l .  17, No. 2, Summer, 1958.
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w ith  da ta  c o l l e c t e d  from pr imary  and secondary sources.  Th is  

da ta  served not only as contex tua l  in fo rm a t io n  f o r  the

"scene- s e t t i n g "  in the t h e s is  but a lso  as support f o r  the

t r i a n g u l a t i o n  o f  the a n a ly s is .

The pr imary and secondary sources I  used may be d iv id e d

according to  the research lo c a t io n :  V o l t a  Redonda or  Rio de 

J a n e i ro .  In  V o l t a  Redonda, a longside  the work based on the  

union, the  company, the Diocese and w o rk e rs ’ boroughs, the  

f o l lo w i n g  p laces were im portant  sources o f  in fo rm a t io n :  1)

The Centro de Formacao de A t i v i s t a s  (C en tre  f o r  the Formation  

o f  Union A c t i v i s t s )  ( 3 5 ) ;  2) The Centro de Memoria S in d ic a l  

(Centre  f o r  Union H is to r y )  ( 3 6 ) ;  and 3) The Centra l  Arch ive  

o f  the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company.

These d i f f e r e n t  a rc h iv e s  provided me w ith  "hand-out"  

m a te r ia l  as w e l l  as records o f  meetings and correspondence  

between the  union and the company which were used as sources  

o f  evidence in the th e s is .

In Rio de Ja n e i ro ,  the  s p e c ia l is e d  l i b r a r i e s  o f  fo u r  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  were the main sources o f  secondary in fo rm a t io n :

35. Th is  Centre  was c rea ted  in 1986 and e x is te d  up to  1989.  
I t  ran courses f o r  union members and a c t i v i s t s  on demand, 
g e n e r a l ly  r e la t e d  to  in fo rm a t io n  on L e g i s l a t i o n ,  P o l i t i c a l  
Education and discussions on economic issues.  I t  had a small  
l i b r a r y  w i th  copies o f  company r e p o r ts ,  pamphlets and 
newspaper a r t i c l e s .

36. This  Centre  is  d i r e c t l y  l in ke d  w i th  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ 
Union. In  1964 the union was invaded by the p o l i t i c a l  p o l i c e  
and s u f fe re d  in t e r v e n t io n  by the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour. At t h i s  
time a l l  the union a rch ives  were taken ,  never to  be seen 
again .  The C e n t r e ’ s main jo b  is  to  r e - c o n s t r u c t  t h i s  " l o s t  
record" by o ra l  h i s t o r y  as w el l  as by c o l l e c t i n g  scarce  
sources wherever they e x i s t .  Ever s ince i t s  c r e a t i o n ,  in  
1985, the Centre  has been c o l l e c t i n g  a l l  the w r i t t e n  m a te r ia l  
produced by the union s ince  the "Union Opposit ion Group" won 
o f f i c e  in 1983.
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1) IBS -  I n s t i t u t o  B r a s i l e i r o  do Aco (The B r a z i l i a n  S tee l  

I n s t i t u t e ) ;  2)  SIDERBRAS -  S id e r u r g ia  B r a s i l e i r a  (The 

B r a z i l i a n  S tee l  H o ld in g ) ;  3) The N a t io n a l  Confederat ion  o f  

I n d u s t r i e s  and 4) IBGE -  I n s t i t u t o  B r a s i l e i r o  de G e o g ra f ia  e 

E s t a t f s t i c a  (The B r a z i l i a n  I n s t i t u t e  of Geography and 

S t a t i  s t i  c s ).

As the n a t io n a l  media gave prominence to  s t r i k e s  a t  the  

Nat iona l  Stee l  Company and to  im portant  developments in  the  

town o f  V o l ta  Redonda, I  u t i l i s e d  newspaper m a te r ia l  to  

complement my in te r v ie w  data  w ith  a l t e r n a t i v e  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  

the s t r i k e  events .  I  a ls o  looked in newspapers f o r  more 

d e t a i l e d  in fo rm a t io n  on the s i t u a t i o n  o f  the s tate -owned  

companies and the government’ s economic p o l i c y .  I  was g r e a t l y  

helped in t h i s  task by the  f a c t  t h a t  a loca l  q u a l i t y  

newspaper, the Jornal do B r a s i 1 , has an a rc h ive  of newspaper 

c u t t in g s  c o l l e c t e d  s ince the  1960s, from a l l  the q u a l i t y  

papers in the country  and organised by s u b je c t  headings.

I  would l i k e  to  conclude by p o in t in g  out t h a t  a lthough  

the use of " i n t e r n a l "  and " e x te rn a l"  t r i a n g u l a t i o n  made my 

f ie ld w o rk  much more expensive and c o n s iderab ly  more t im e -  

consuming, the end r e s u l t  was in my view a p o s i t i v e  one. By 

using t r i a n g u l a t i o n  the researcher  gains more confidence in  

his  or her da ta  s ince  i t  is  cross-checked by o th e r  o f  p o in ts  

of view and sources of  in fo rm a t io n .
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5 .  The Computer  S o f t w a r e  f o r  t h e  A n a l y s i s  o f  Q u a l i t a t i v e  D a t a

A f t e r  I  re tu rn ed  from the  f i e l d  to London, the  a n a ly s is  

o f  the in t e r v ie w  m a te r ia l  was c a r r ie d  out w i th  the  support  o f  

a computer program f o r  q u a l i t a t i v e  a n a ly s is .  "The Ethnograph" 

i s  a so f tw are  package c rea ted  by S e id e l ,  K jo ls e t h  and

Seymour, a l l  themselves q u a l i t a t i v e  researchers  ( 3 7 ) .  I t

a l low s f o r  the r e t r i e v a l  and coding of the  q u a l i t a t i v e  da ta ,  

once i t  has been t r a n s c r ib e d  in to  the computer. The so f tw are  

rep laces  the t r a d i t i o n a l  "cut  and paste" a c t i v i t y  a t  the  

p o in t  in the research where a n a ly s is  should begin ( 3 8 ) .  I t  

does not s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  th e  r e s e a r c h e r ’ s e f f o r t  in producing  

a n a l y t i c a l  meanings o f  the  m a t e r i a l ,  but i t  does e l i m i n a t e  

the  messy and d i f f i c u l t  task  of manually coding the

i n t e r v i  ews.

Of the many stages in  the process o f  da ta  a n a ly s is ,  the  

g r e a te s t  c o n t r ib u t io n  o f  t h i s  software is  in the phase of  

codi ng p a r ts  o f  the t r a n s c r ib e d  in te r v ie w s  w i th  the

a p p ro p r ia te  meaning or i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  from th e  re s e a rc h e r ,  

and l a t e r  in search i  ng f o r  the codes. The so f tw a re  a l lo w s  the  

researcher  to  code and re -code a l l  the da ta  as many t imes as 

he/she f in d s  necessary.  And s ince the process o f  coding is  a

37. See S e id e l ,  J. and C la r k ,  J. "The Ethnograph. A Computer 
Program f o r  the A n a ly s is  o f  Q u a l i t a t i v e  Data" in  Q u a l i t a t i v e  
S o c io lo g y . Vol 7. Spring/Summer. 1984.

38. For more d e t a i l s  on th e  use of  The Ethnograph and i t s  
a p p l ic a t io n  f o r  the a n a ly s is  of  my f ie ld w o r k  m a te r ia l  see 
Mangabeira, W. " Q u a l i t a t i v e  Analys is  and Microcomputer  
Software: Some R e f l e c t i o n s  on a New Trend in  S o c io lo g ic a l  
Research” . Commended by the  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S o c io lo g ic a l  
Assoc ia t ion  in the  Worldwide Competi t ion f o r  Young 
S o c io lo g is t s .  Madr id ,  1990.
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f i r s t  and very  im portant  stage of a n a ly s is ,  i t  was very  

h e lp fu l  to  be ab le  to  render the coding system more complex 

as the a n a ly s is  progressed.

Once the  m a te r ia l  has been coded, even i f  in c o m p le te ly ,  

the so f tw are  a l low s  f o r  the "searching" of  codes f o r  a l l  or  

p a r ts  o f  the  d a ta .  In  the searching process the  researcher  

can d iscover  recurrence  of  p a t te rn s ,  the co n te x t  in  which the  

p a t te rn s  v a ry ,  and t e s t  a l l  the in s ig h ts  which might come up.

I would suggest t h a t  the use o f  computer s o f tw a re  f o r  

the a n a ly s is  o f  q u a l i t a t i v e  data  is an im portant  breakthrough  

f o r  s o c io lo g ic a l  research s ince:  1) i t  enhances the speed of  

the a n a ly s is ,  2) i t  guarantees t h a t  a l l  the  d a ta  is  

thoroughly  analysed by a c o n s is te n t  r e t r i e v a l  system, and 3) 

i t  enhances the freedom to  "play w ith  one’ s data" and to  

exp lore  d i f f e r e n t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  data i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

(39 )  .

6. Conclusion

I have t r i e d  to  descr ibe  in t h i s  chapter  the general  

c o n s t ra in ts  and the c o n d i t io n s  under which f i e ld w o r k  was 

undertaken in  V o l t a  Redonda. I  have sought to  d e s cr ib e  the  

n e g o t ia t io n  o f  " e n t r e e " ,  the  process of  e s ta b l is h m e n t  of

39. For a d iscuss ion  on "the s t a t e  o f  the a r ts "  and a view o f  
the d i f f e r e n t  types o f  so ftware  f o r  q u a l i t a t i v e  da ta  
a v a i l a b l e  in the  market see P f a f f e n b e r g e r , B. Microcomputer  
A p p l ic a t io n s  in Q u a l i t a t i v e  Research. 1988 and Tesch. R. 
Q u a l i t a t i v e  Research. A na lys is  Types and Software  T o o l s . 
1990. For the  most u p - to - d a t e  book on the s u b je c t ,  see 
F i e ld in g ,  N. and Lee, R. Using Computers in Q u a l i t a t i v e  
Research. 1991.
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rapp or t  and the process o f  leav ing  the f i e l d  and ana lys ing  

the da ta .

I  have addressed the problems t h a t  arose from 

researching a " s e n s i t i v e "  t o p ic  such as union a c t iv is m  and 

p o l i t i c s ,  as w el l  as the  problem of  being a female  researcher  

in a male-dominated environment.  I  have t r i e d  to  be

t ra n s p a re n t  about many d i f f i c u l t  issues which arose in  the

f i e l d  such as those r e l a t e d  to  the e th ic s  o f  the "double  

i d e n t i t y  r o l e " ,  the  dangers o f  " o v e r - ra p p o r t"  and the  so-  

c a l l e d  "the agony o f  b e t r a y a l " .

I  have argued t h a t  I  t r i e d  to  c o n tro l  f o r  "b ias" by 

assuring t h a t  the s e l e c t i o n  o f  in formants was th e  r e s u l t  not  

of  personal p re fe ren c e  and p re ju d ic e  on the r e s e a r c h e r ’ s p a r t  

but o f  the use o f  the  "snowball r e f e r r a l  method" and the  

" lo c a t io n  o f  lo c a le s  f o r  r e c r u i t m e n t " , which r e s u l t e d  in the  

f i v e  networks of  in fo rm a nts .  I  have a lso argued t h a t  the  

groups of  in formants  in te rv ie w e d  f o r  t h i s  research are

re p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  the  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e ls  of  union a c t iv is m  as 

well as o f  d i f f e r e n t  p e rc ep t ion s  about the union and about 

p o l i t i c s .  Moreover,  I  have argued t h a t  the s k i l l  composit ion  

of  the in te rv ie w ed  group is  re p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  th e  s t r u c t u r e  

of the in t e r n a l  labour market in the s te e l -m a k in g  p l a n t ,  

dominated by s k i l l e d  jobs  o f  operators  and maintenance  

workers. I  hope i t  w i l l  become c le a r  in P a r t  Two o f  the

th e s is ,  where I  draw more d i r e c t l y  from the  in te r v ie w  

m a t e r ia l ,  t h a t  the  t h e o r e t i c a l  sample has proved to  be r ic h  

and d ive rs e  in  terms o f  a c t i v e  and n o n -a c t iv e  workers w ith  

s i g n i f i c a n t  v a r i a t i o n s  in  terms o f  the "c o lo u r in g "  of
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w o rke rs ’ p o s i t io n s  v i s - a - v i s  the union and n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .

The v a l i d i t y  o f  the  data  has been cross-checked by 

" in t e r n a l "  and “e x t e r n a l "  t r i a n g u l a t i o n  c a r r i e d  out during  

f i e l d  t r i p s  and in  l a t e r  per iods o f  research a n a ly s is .  I  hope 

to  have been successful  in c o n te x tu a l i s in g  the f ie ld w o rk  and 

to  have convinced the reader  of  my at tem pts  to  achieve  

o b j e c t i v i t y  in  the  research .
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PART ONE: SCENE-SETTING

HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE SYSTEM OF LABOUR RELATIONS 

IN BRAZIL, THE NATIONAL STEEL COMPANY’ S MARKET 

AND THE POLICIES OF WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT



CHAPTER 2

A SHORT HISTORY OF LABOUR RELATIONS IN BRAZIL 

AND THE BIRTH OF "NEW UNIONISM"

This  ch ap te r  w i l l  o u t l in e  the system o f  i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  in B r a z i l  and q u a l i f y  what has been termed the  

"c o r p o r a t is t "  r e l a t i o n s  between the s t a t e ,  employers and the  

w o rk in g -c la s s .  I t  w i l l  o f f e r  a short  account o f  the  general  

p o l i t i c a l  t ren ds  and the  s t a t e  of labour o r g a n is a t io n s  from 

1945 up to  the per iod  o f  dem ocrat isa t ion  t h a t  began a t  the  

end of  the 1970s.

The chapter  w i l l  analyse the "p o p u l is t "  labour unions 

during the 1960s and t ra c e  the emergence o f  the  

"b u r e a u c r a t ic ” unions a f t e r  the 1964 m i l i t a r y  coup. I t  w i l l  

then analyse the b i r t h  o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement, the  

course of  the labour  upsurge, and the break w i th  former  

p a t te rn s  of  c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s .  The basic  argument is  t h a t  

although the "new u n io n is t"  movement has not broken 

complete ly  w i th  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  legacy, i t  has succeeded in 

c r e a t in g  a p o s i t io n  o f  g r e a te r  s t rength  f o r  organised labour .  

This is  so because i t  has been able  to  impose changes on the  

labour r e l a t i o n s  system, as wel l  as acqu ire  th e  s t a tu s  o f  a 

l e g i t i m a t e  a c to r  in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .

F i n a l l y ,  the  ch ap te r  w i l l  descr ibe the  major d ispu tes  

and s p l i t s  w i t h i n  organised labour a f t e r  1978 and present  the  

necessary background in fo rm a t io n  on s t a t e - l a b o u r  r e l a t i o n s  in
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B r a z i l  d u r i n g  t h e  1980s .

1. The C o r p o ra t is t  System in  B ra z i l

The r e l a t i o n s  between s o c ia l  c lasses in B r a z i l  have been

mediated by the re g u la to ry  r o le  o f  the s t a t e  which has sought

to  organise  a system o f  i n t e r e s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . As def ined

by S c h m it te r ,  the mode of  o r g a n is a t io n  o f  B r a z i l i a n  s o c ie ty

is  a c o r p o r a t i s t  one. For t h i s  au thor ,  co rporat ism  is :

"a system of  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in which c o n s t i t u e n t  u n i ts  
are organised in to  a l im i t e d  number o f  s in g u la r ,  
compulsory, non c o m p e t i t i v e ,  h i e r a r c h i c a l 1y ordered and 
f u n c t i o n a l l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  c a te g o r ie s ,  recognised and 
l ic ensed  ( i f  not c re a te d )  by the s t a t e  and granted a 
d e l i b e r a t e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  monopoly w i t h in  t h e i r  
r e s p e c t iv e  c a te g o r ie s  in  exchange f o r  observing c e r t a in  
c o n t r o ls  on t h e i r  s e l e c t i o n  of  leaders  and a r t i c u l a t i o n  
of  demands ( p o l i t i c a l )  and supports" ( 1 ) .

In t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  model, i n t e r e s t  r e p re s e n ta t io n  can

only  be e x e r ted  through groups which are  recognised by the

s t a t e  and i n t e r a c t  w ith  the  s t a t e  in p re - d e f in e d  and

regu la ted  ways.

This  c o r p o r a t i s t  system was inaugurated in  B ra z i l

between the years 1937 and 1945, during G e t u l io  Vargas ’

d i c t a t o r s h i p .  In  the r h e t o r i c  o f  t h i s  per iod  which is  u s u a l ly

r e f e r r e d  to  as the Estado Novo p e r io d ,  s o c ia l  peace and

harmony based upon d i r e c t  s t a t e  mediat ion were to  rep lace

1. In  S c h m it te r ,  P. " S t i l l  the  Century o f  Corporatism?" in 
The New C orpo ra t ism . Pike and S t r i t c h  ( e d i t o r s ) .  1974 pages 
93 -94 .  In  the same t e x t  the au thor  s t resse s  t h a t  although the  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  corporat ism  is  o f  an i d e a l - t y p e ,  Portugal and 
B r a z i l ,  which he has s tu d ied  in  g rea t  depth,  come very  close  
to  t h i s  model. For a c l a s s i c a l  study o f  B r a z i l i a n ’ s 
c o r p o r a t i s t  system see E r ic kson ,  P. The B r a z i l i a n  C o r p o r a t is t  
S ta te  and Working Class P o l i t i c s . 1977.
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open c la ss  c o n f l i c t .  V e r t i c a l  forms of  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  would 

p reven t  f a c e - t o - f a c e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  between d i f f e r e n t  c lass  

i n t e r e s t s  ( 2 ) .

Although in theory  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system r e g u la te s  and 

encapsu la tes  the i n t e r e s t s  o f  a l l  the groups in  s o c ie ty ,  

c o r p o r a t i s t  c o n t ro ls  are  p r i m a r i l y  designed to  conta in  

w o rk e rs ’ i n t e r e s t s  w i t h in  a framework o f  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w ith  

both c a p i t a l i s t s  and the  s t a t e .  In  B r a z i l ,  the s t a t e ’ s 

s p ec ia l  i n t e r e s t  in e x e r t in g  contro l  over the  w o rk in g -c la s s  

r e s u l te d  in the c r e a t io n  o f  a c o r p o r a t i s t  labour  system w ith  

a s t r u c t u r e  c o n s is t in g  o f  a)  the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour; b) the  

I n s t i t u t e s  f o r  Pensions and Social  W e l fa re  ( I n s t i t u t o s  de 

Aposentadorias e Pensoes); c) the Labour Code. In  accordance  

w ith  c o r p o r a t i s t  p r i n c i p i e s , the i n t e r e s t s  o f  lab ou r ,  c a p i t a l  

and the s t a t e  were to  be represented in the s t r u c t u r e  as a 

whole,  through a t r i p a r t i t e  system ( 3 ) .

The M in i s t r y  o f  Labour was crea ted  in  1930, and w i th  i t s

2. I t  is  im portant  to  note t h a t  the im plementat ion  o f  the  
c o r p o r a t i s t  system met some op po s i t io n  in  the  labour  
movement. This  o p p o s i t io n ,  however, was unsuccessful  f o r  
th re e  main reasons. On the  one hand, the more autonomous and 
m obi l ised  groups o f  workers were d i r e c t l y  repressed ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  the a n a rc h is ts  and communists in the  f i r s t  years  
of  V argas ’ r u l e .  The f a i l e d  " In ten to n a  Comunista" o f  1935 and 
the l a t e r  repress ion  o f  the more m i l i t a n t  p a r t  o f  th e  labour  
movement l e f t  few a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  open o p p o s i t io n .

On the o th e r  hand, the very nature  o f  the  system meant 
t h a t  the monopoly o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  and the na tu re  o f  union  
f in a n c in g ,  rendered any a t tem pt a t  autonomous union 
o r g a n is a t io n  almost im possib le .

The successful  e s tab l ish m e nt  o f  the system can a ls o  be 
a t t r i b u t e d  to  i t s  ambiguous c h a ra c te r  in r e l a t i o n  to  w o rk e rs ’ 
r i g h t s .  For, a lthough corporat ism  was imposed on workers ,  
many o f  the r ig h t s  granted by the CLT Law responded to  t h e i r  
demands and needs.

3. For a s y n t h e t ic  o u t l i n e  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  unions see 
Troyano, A. Estado e S in d ic a l is m o . 1978.
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f i r s t  decree (decree  number 19 .770)  i t  inaugurated s t a te  

c o n tro l  over p ro fe s s io n a l  a s s o c ia t io n s ,  e s ta b l is h e d  the  

p r i n c i p l e  o f  "monopoly of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n " , and imposed the  

requirement o f  formal rec o g n i t io n  o f  unions by the s ta te  

( 4 ) .  These powers were g r e a t l y  expanded a f t e r  the 1937 coup 

in  which Vargas continued as head o f  s t a t e  but w ith  

d i c t a t o r i a l  powers. By 1939 the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour was

a l re a d y  a c e n t r a l i s e d  s t a t e  bureaucracy w i th  mandatory powers 

f o r  c r e a t in g  r u le s ,  judging d isputes and repress ing  what i t  

deemed to  be i l l e g a l  or unregulated labour  a c t iv is m .

The I n s t i t u t e s  f o r  Pensions and S oc ia l  W elfare  were 

s t a t e  b u re a u c ra c ie s , which sought to  r e g u la t e  the c o nd it ions  

o f  reproduct ion  o f  the w o rk in g -c la s s  and to  expand the

government’ s le g i t im a c y  by g ran t in g  some o f  the demands made 

by the labour  and so c ia l  movements in  former years.  The

I n s t i t u t e s  f o r  Pensions were d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  by the var ious  

c a te g o r ie s  o f  workers .  The I n s t i t u t e s  were f i n a n c i a l l y  

s t ru c tu re d  and adm in is tered  in  a t r i p a r t i t e  fa s h io n ,  between 

employers, employees and the s t a t e .  Membership c o n t r ib u t io n  

to  the I n s t i t u t e s  were compulsory f o r  a l l  workers and

operated as a space f o r  ch a n n e l l in g  the  s o c ia l  needs of the  

w o rk in g -c la s s .  Depending on the I n s t i t u t e s ’ p a r t i c u l a r  s iz e  

and f i n a n c i a l  s t r e n g t h ,  they implemented a pension system f o r  

r e t i r e m e n t ,  a h e a l t h - c a r e  system and o th e r  s o c ia l  w e l fa re  

pro v is io n s  com ple te ly  n o n -e x is te n t  u n t i l  t h a t  p o in t  in time

4. For f u r t h e r  d e t a i l s  about the process o f  c r e a t io n  of  the  
M in is t r y  o f  Labour and the subsequent r e g u la t o r y  decrees, see 
M art ins  Rodrigues, L. "0 S ind ica l ism o  C o rp o ra t iv o  no B ra s i l  -  

P e r s is t e n c ia  e Mudanca". 1981 page 14 and Werneck Vianna, L. 
L ibera l is m o  e S in d ic a to  no B r a s i l . 1978b, pages 146-147.
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i n  t h e  c o u n t r y .

The I n s t i t u t e s  c o n s t i tu t e d  channels f o r  the b i r t h  o f  a 

la rg e  s t a t e  bureaucracy,  as w el l  as important  means f o r  the  

c o -o p ta t io n  o f  union lea de rs  through the prospect o f  s o c ia l  

m o b i l i t y .  In  1964 these v a r io us  I n s t i t u t e s  were brought  

to g e th e r  under a c e n t r a l i s e d  s t a t e  bureaucracy named 

I n s t i t u t o  Nacional de P re v id e n c ia  Social  -  INPS (N a t io n a l  

I n s t i t u t e  f o r  S oc ia l  S e c u r i t y ) .

The Labour Code or the  CLT Law -  Consolidaqao das Leis  

T r a b a lh is t a s  was enacted on November 1943. U n i fy in g  a s e r ie s  

of  dispersed e x i s t i n g  c la u s e s ,  as w el l  as new clauses f u r t h e r  

re g u la t in g  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  in B r a z i l ,  the CLT Law 

def ined c a te g o r ie s  o f  i n d u s t r i a l  groups, p rescr ibe d  

c o nd i t ion s  o f  employment, d e a l t  w ith  the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  

t rad e  unions and e s ta b l is h e d  basic  labour r i g h t s .

Although the  w o rk e rs ’ general r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  was 

granted by the C o n s t i t u t io n  o f  1946, the l e g a l i t y  or not o f  

a s t r i k e  u s u a l ly  v a r ie d  in  accordance w i th  the p o l i t i c a l  

regime in power. S p e c i f i c  p ro v is io n s  were only  c l e a r l y  

def ined by complementary l e g i s l a t i o n  in 1964, when s t r i k e s  

were almost com ple te ly  p r o h ib i t e d  except to  fo rc e  an employer  

to  pay overdue wages or  en force  a c o u r t - e s t a b l is h e d  wage 

i ncrease ( 5 ) .

The M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour, the I n s t i t u t e s  o f  Socia l  W e l fa re  

and the CLT Law formed the  i n t e r l o c k i n g  basis f o r  r e g u la t i o n

5. For more d e t a i l s  on s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n  see Sandoval, S. 
S t r i  kes in Braz i  1 . 1984. For more in fo rm at io n  on th e
procedural impediments to  s t r i k e s  see a lso Erickson,  K . ,  op. 
c i t .
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and co n tro l  o f  a l l  aspects  o f  the pu b l ic  l i f e  o f  the w ork ing-  

c la s s .  The c o r p o r a t i s t  labour system in B r a z i l  a l lowed the  

s t a t e  to  e x e r t  s o c i a l ,  economic and p o l i t i c a l  co n tro l  over  

workers.  I t  enhanced th e  e l i t i s t  t r a d i t i o n  in  B r a z i l i a n  

p o l i t i c s  by in a u g u ra t in g  an e x c lu s ion ary  system whereby 

r e l a t i o n s  o f  domination were enforced by v e r t i c a l  s t a t e  

s t r u c tu r e s  (Keck 1 9 8 9 :2 8 5 ) .  This process o f  p a r t i a l  and 

c o n t r o l l e d  in c o r p o ra t io n  of  the B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s  in 

s o c ie ty  through the  c o rp ora te  system has been coined by 

Guilherme dos Santos as " regu la ted  c i t i z e n s h i p "  ( 6 ) .  This  

concept r e f e r s  to  the  l i m i t e d  in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  the  B r a z i l i a n  

w o rk in g -c la s s  which could not e x e r t  complete p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  

and whose c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  were l im i t e d  to  t h e i r  r i g h t s  as 

waged lab ou re rs .  As I  hope to  show in l a t e r  chapters  o f  t h i s  

t h e s is ,  although the  concept of re g u la te d  c i t i z e n s h i p  

o r i g i n a l l y  r e f e r r e d  to  the process of c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  the  

c o r p o r a t i s t  system in th e  1930s and 1940s in  B r a z i l ,  i t  s t i l l  

had s i g n i f i c a n t  e x p la n a to ry  power in the 1980s when workers  

were s t r i v i n g  to  break w i th  t h i s  regu la te d  pas t .

With the emergence o f  the "new u n io n is t "  movement and 

the de m ocra t is a t ion  o f  B r a z i l i a n  s o c ie ty  in the 1980s, th e r e  

has been an animated debate about the c r e a t io n  of  a new 

system o f  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  and the emergence o f  open

6. By regu la ted  c i t i z e n s h i p  Guilherme dos Santos understands  
a p a r t i c u l a r  concept o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  which is  rooted in  a 
system o f  occupat iona l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  de f in ed  by le g a l  norm. 
The r ig h ts  of  c i t i z e n s h i p  are l inked to  a p ro fe s s io n ,  as 
def ined by the s t a t e  and the  law. I t  is  on ly  as a waged 
labourer  t h a t  a person can exerc ise  h i s / h e r  r i g h t s  and 
d u t ie s .  See Guilherme dos Santos, W. C idadan ia  e J u s t i 9a . 
1979 page 30.
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p o l i t i c a l  co m p et i t io n  between groups. The d r a f t i n g  o f  a new 

C o n s t i t u t io n  in  the  per iod  1986-1988 a l lowed f o r  th e  "new 

u n io n is t "  movement and the new soc ia l  movements to  express  

t h e i r  demands and to  draw leg a l  arrangements r e f l e c t i n g  a 

l i t t l e  more adequate ly  the new soc ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y  

of the co un try .  However, although the c o r p o r a t i s t  system was 

l a r g e l y  broken once the labour movement grew in autonomous 

union o r g a n is a t io n s  and began to  express i t s e l f  p o l i t i c a l l y  

through the W orkers ’ P ar ty  ( PT) and o th er  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s ,  

o th e r  aspects of  the system have remained untouched. The 

fo l lo w in g  o u t l i n e  o f  the i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  system in  

B r a z i l  w i l l  prov ide  the necessary background in fo rm a t io n  f o r  

the V o l ta  Redonda case study a n a ly s is .

2. The B r a z i l i a n  I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  System

2 . 1 .  The P r i n c i p l e  o f  “Monopoly o f  Representa t ion"  by th e  

Uni on

Up u n t i l  the d r a f t i n g  o f  the New C o n s t i t u t io n  in  1988 

the CLT Law de f in ed  unions as p u b l ic  a s s o c ia t io n s  t h a t  needed 

to  be recognised by the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour in order  to  have 

lega l  s t a t u s .  Although t h i s  requirement is  no longer in  fo rc e  

today, many o th e r  aspects o f  the CLT Law have not been 

a l t e r e d .  I  w i l l  now o u t l i n e  the  major p o in ts .

The CLT Law c l a s s i f i e s  and d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  workers by 

i n d u s t r i a l  groups, by the na tu re  o f  t h e i r  a c t i v i t y .  Th is  

d e f in e s  a c a te g o r i  a and re g u la te s  the  occupat iona l  group
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workers are  a l l o c a t e d  to ,  according to  the  major business  

i n t e r e s t  o f  the f i r m .  The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  companies or  

f i rm s  in a s p e c i f i c  economic group is  done on the basis  o f  

t h e i r  predominant a c t i v i t y .  The union to  which the workers of  

a company are  supposed to  a f f i l i a t e ,  is  s u b je c t  to  t h i s  

c r i t e r i o n .  Thus, a s te e l  company w i l l  be c l a s s i f i e d  as a 

m e t a l lu r g ic  e n t e r p r i s e  and i t s  workers w i l l  belong to  the  

c a teg or i  a o f  metal w o rkers .

In  theory  t h i s  means t h a t  th e r e  w i l l  be no s k i l l

d i v i s i o n  in  the union a f f i l i a t i o n  and t h a t  t h i s  a f f i l i a t i o n  

w i l l  thus embrace a wide number o f  jobs  and pro fe s s ion s .  

Although the  system of  a f f i l i a t i o n  does not work e x a c t ly  as 

described in  th e o ry ,  i t  i s  im portant  to  note t h a t  the

"predominant a c t i v i t y "  c r i t e r i o n  a c t u a l l y  does determine the  

union a f f i l i a t i o n  f o r  the m a jo r i ty  o f  workers ( 7 ) .  From

t h i s ,  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  say t h a t  th e re  is  no s k i l l  d i v i s i o n  

w i t h in  B r a z i l i a n  unions. S k i l l e d ,  s e m i - s k i l l e d  and u n s k i l l e d  

manual workers are  a l l  grouped to g e th e r  in one and the  same 

union. The u n io n ’ s base is  e s ta b l is h e d  through a

geographical  c r i t e r i o n .  The M in is t r y  o f  Labour s p e c i f i e s  a 

" j u r i s d i c t i o n " ,  a small geographical  a rea  u s u a l ly  composed of  

one or more m u n ic /p io s . This geographical  base, to g e th e r  w ith

7. However, the  a f f i l i a t i o n  o f  the workers o f  a company to  a 
union does not cover one hundred percent  o f  i t s  w ork force .  As 
A lb e r t in o  Rodrigues has po inted o u t ,  the  a f f i l i a t i o n  
c r i t e r i o n  is  s u b je c t  to  d isputes  amongst the unions 
themselves, during the t ime of union r e c o g n i t io n .  The 
c r i t e r i o n  o f  "predominant a c t i v i t y "  does not opera te  very  
s t ro n g ly  and v a r ie s  from case to  case; each company 
f r e q u e n t ly  has i t s  workforce d iv ide d  between more than one 
union. For more d e t a i l s  see Rodrigues, A. S in d ic a to  e 
Desenvolvimento no B r a s i l . 1968, page 104.
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th e  c a te g o r ia  c o n s t i t u t e s  the  lo ca l  union ( 8 ) .

There is  monopoly o f  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  among the unions.  

Only one labour o r g a n is a t io n  is  recognised f o r  each 

occupat iona l  category in a geographical  j u r i s d i c t i o n ,  as 

d e f in ed  by the M in is t r y  o f  Labour. Th is  monopoly ra is e s  an 

im po rtan t  p o l i t i c a l  debate about the e x te n t  to  which open 

p o l i t i c a l  competi t ion  can take  p lace between d i f f e r e n t  union 

f a c t i o n s .  I  w i l l  r e tu rn  s h o r t l y  to  t h i s  issue.

Local unions are  l in k e d  a t  the  s t a t e  le v e l  in 

f e d e r a t io n s  and these in  tu rn  are l in k e d  a t  the n a t io n a l  

l e v e l  in  c o n fe d e ra t io n s .  The s t r u c t u r e  is  a v e r t i c a l  one and 

u n t i l  very  re c e n t ly  any c e n t r a l i s e d  h o r i z o n t a l  i n t e g r a t io n  

was p r o h ib i t e d  by law. Local unions are autonomous and 

independent w i t h in  t h e i r  geographical  base.

2 . 2 .  Union Finance

The compulsory membership o f  a whole c a te g o r ia  in a 

lo ca l  union is ob ta ined  through the i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  the  

imposto s in d ic a l  -  a union t a x .  This  ta x  is  made up o f  one 

d a y ’ s pay per year ,  and up to  1988 was w i thhe ld  and

8. The s tee lw orkers  o f  th e  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company are a good 
i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  t h i s  system. They belong, according to  the  
M i n i s t r y  of  Labour, to  the ca te g o r i  a o f  metalworkers  
( m eta lu rg i  cos) as is  t r u e  f o r  any s te e lw o rke r  in  any region  
of  B r a z i l .  The metalworkers as a c a te g o r ia  are  to  be members 
of  the Metal workers ’ Union. In  the case in  p o in t ,  the  
M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour grouped th re e  d i f f e r e n t  munic{pios in to  
the same union. Thus, th e  s te e lw o rk ers  o f  the Nat iona l  Stee l  
Company belong to  the S in d ic a t o  dos M e ta lu rg ico s  de V o l ta  
Redonda, Barra Mansa e Resende ( Metal workers’ Uni on o f  V o l ta  
Redonda, Barra Mansa e Resende).
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d i s t r i b u t e d  by t h e  M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour  ( 9 ) .

The union ta x  is  compulsory f o r  a l l  workers in the  

company covered by a p a r t i c u l a r  union. Thus, the u n ion ’ s base 

i s  r e la t e d  much more to  the lo ca l  labour market o f  a s p e c i f i c  

reg ion than to  any union a c t iv is m .  This s t r u c t u r e  a l lows fo r  

the  f i n a n c i a l  support  o f  a union re g a rd les s  of  a c t iv e  

membership re c r u i t m e n t .

Payments o f  the compulsory union ta x  does not accord the  

worker any r i g h t s  as a union member. To become a member the  

worker must pay the r e g u la r  union dues in  a d d i t io n  to  the  

t a x .  Up to  1988 the labour  law s p e c i f i e d  the ways in which 

the  union tax  might be used, and th e re  was g re a t  emphasis on 

the  s o - c a l l e d  "w e l fa re "  s e rv ic e s  such as medical and dental  

s e rv ice s  and le g a l  a s s is ta n c e  o f fe re d  by the unions.

The compulsory union ta x  was an im portant  support base 

f o r  the maintenance o f  c o n tro l  by p ro -s ta tu s -q u o  union 

le a de rs ,  s ince  they could remain in power regard less  of the  

s iz e  of  t h e i r  membership. The system a lso  c rea ted  a b u i l t - i n  

d i s in c e n t iv e  f o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by the rank and f i l e ,  s ince i t  

could b e n e f i t  from the union work c o n t ra c ts  and n e g o t ia t io n s  

over wage increases  w i th o u t  being union members or e x e r t in g  

any pressure in  the process ( 1 0 ) .  Although many aspects of

9. The d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  the  union tax  by the M in is t r y  of  
Labour, up to  1988, was as fo l lo w s :  the lo ca l  union received  
60%, the f e d e r a t i o n  15% and the  co n fe d e ra t io n  f i v e  percent .  
The remaining 20% percent  was l e f t  w i th  the  M in is t r y  of  
Labour. Source: Folha de Sao P a u lo , October 19 1986.

10. Although th e r e  are o th e r  sources o f  union income the  
union ta x ,  however, is  the  most important  source o f  f in an ce .  
In  1965, f o r  example, i t  was est imated t h a t  the union tax  
alone was resp ons ib le  f o r  70% percent  o f  the  loca l  un ions ’ 
income. For more in fo rm a t io n  see M e r ic le ,  K. " C o rp o ra t is t
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the  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  system were a l t e r e d  in the 1988 

C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  the "monopoly o f  re p re s e n ta t io n "  clause and the  

union ta x  remained as basic  union r u le s .

2 . 3 .  The Labour Courts as Compulsory M ediators

Up to  1988 Labour Code, s t i p u l a t e d  t h a t  a l l  c o l l e c t i v e  

agreements had to  be ne g o t ia ted  between the w o rkers ’ union 

and employers, w ith  the mediat ion of  the labour cour ts  

( 1 1 ) .  Although the labour movement has repe a te d ly  pressed  

f o r  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  and although the government has made 

some moves to  t h i s  e f f e c t ,  the labour courts  cont inue  to  

e x e r t  s i g n i f i c a n t  in f lu e n c e  in the n e g o t ia t io n  process  

between workers and employers. One o f  the major reasons f o r  

t h i s  is  t h a t  ever s ince  1964 successive "government-  

c o n t r o l l e d  wage p o l i c ie s "  have l e f t  the courts  w i th  g re a t  

power to  a r b i t r a t e  over the " le g i t im a cy "  of  demands f o r  wage 

adjustments and increases .

The labour court  system works in  the fo l lo w in g  way. The 

M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour sets one month in the ca lendar  year when 

each and every c a te g o r ia  can n e g o t ia te  a new work c o n t r a c t  

through i t s  loca l  union. Th is  c o n t ra c t  may deal w ith  wages, 

working c o n d i t io n s  and basic  b e n e f i ts  and is  a n n u a l ly  

renewed. The t a r g e t  date f o r  annual renewal o f  the c o n t r a c t

Control  o f  the Working C lass.  A u t h o r i t a r i a n  B r a z i l  Since  
1964" in (James Maloy e d i t o r )  A u th o r i ta r ia n is m  and 
Corporatism in L a t in  A m erica . 1977 page 315.

11. For a thorough account of  the h i s t o r y  and s t r u c t u r e  of  
the labour  co ur ts ,  see A\tWv.¥i« r R o j r ; Si ndi cat o e 
Desenvolvimento no B r a s i l . 1 968, page 112.
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i s  c a l l e d  the data  base, and the per iod  be fore  i t  is  signed  

i s  known as the Wage Campaign Per iod .

The labour courts  a f f e c t  the wage campaign in  th re e  

ways. 1) I f  workers and employers reach an agreement as a 

r e s u l t  o f  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s ,  the c o u r t  must oversee the  

agreement f o r  i t  to  become v a l i d .  But as the p r a c t ic e  of  

d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  was q u i t e  ra re  in the  labour movement 

before  1978, the two most common procedures u n t i l  then were 

th e  f o l lo w i n g .  2) Labour and c a p i t a l  would go to  c o u r t  to  

n e g o t ia t e  a new labour c o n t r a c t  mediated by the reg iona l  

labour  c o u r t .  I f  the p a r t i e s  reached an agreement, the Labour 

Court would seal  i t  and i t  would remain v a l i d  fo r  one year .  

3) I f  the p a r t i e s  did  not reach an agreement, the case would 

a u t o m a t ic a l ly  go to  the Regional Labour Courts and in  appeal 

cases, to  the Supreme Labour Court  which would prov ide  

compulsory a r b i t r a t i o n .  This process is  known as d i s s i d i o  

c o l e t i v o  and u s u a l ly  r e f e r s ,  although not e x c l u s i v e l y ,  to  the  

s e t t i n g  o f  wage in creases .  Since the Labour Courts a lso  

determine the l e g a l i t y  o f  s t r i k e s ,  they may be sa id  to  

c o n s t i t u t e  one of  the most powerful  i n s t i t u t i o n s  in the  

c o r p o r a t i s t  system.

The Labour Courts a lso  prov ide f o r  the p re s e n ta t io n  of  

grievances by in d iv id u a l  workers a g a in s t  an employer. These 

might r e l a t e  to  work and h e a l th  c o n d i t io n s ,  u n f a i r  t r e a tm e n t ,  

d is c r im in a t io n  and a l l  s o r ts  o f  d isputes  over w o rke rs ’ r ig h t s  

granted e i t h e r  under the  CLT or under the annual labour  

c o n t r a c t  n e g o t ia te d  by the w o rke rs ’ union. To c a l l  these  

" i n d iv id u a l "  gr ievances is  to  make c l e a r  t h a t  they are not
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taken  up by th e  union as a problem o f  th e  whole c a te g o r i  a . 

There can be cases a t  the Regional Labour Courts ,  however,  

where groups o f  i n d iv id u a ls  from the same company come 

to g e th e r  in  a s in g le  case a g a in s t  t h e i r  employer.

A s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  o f  B r a z i l i a n  unions have 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a l l o c a t e d  f in an ce s  to  meet high demand f o r  

l e g a l  a s s is ta n c e  f o r  the workers,  u s u a l ly  w ith  a s p ec ia l  

" le g a l  departm ent" ,  and a group of lawyers and a s s is t a n t s .  

With the advance o f  workers m o b i l is a t io n s  a f t e r  1978, t h i s  

p i c t u r e  changed cons id erab ly  and there  was a p o l i t i c i s e d  use 

of  lega l  channels by workers.  I n d i v i d u a l - l e v e l  c o u r t  cases 

were used by m i l i t a n t  unions in an in n o v a t iv e  way to  gain  

concessions from employers. This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is  not  

consensual in  the l i t e r a t u r e ,  however, and w i l l  m e r i t  a 

d e t a i l e d  a n a ly s is  w i th  e m p ir ic a l  data in  Chapter 8.

The Labour Courts are composed o f  a t r i p a r t i t e  system 

w ith  labour judges,  em ployers ’ judges and c a re e r  or  

government judges f o r  a l l  the th ree  l e v e l s .  The t r i p a r t i t e  

s t r u c t u r e  does not guarantee e q u i ty  in  the  handl ing o f  

d ispu tes .  As po in ted  out by M ore ira  Alves (1 9 8 8 a :4 3 )  s ince  

t h e i r  c r e a t io n  the  courts  have been v u ln e r a b le  to  pressure  

from organised i n t e r e s t  groups and p a r t i c u l a r l y  from 

government. Although the author does not advance an 

e x p la n a t io n  f o r  t h i s ,  i t  can be a t t r i b u t e d  to  the r e l a t i v e  

dependence between e x e cu t iv e  and j u d i c i a l  powers in a s t i l l  

undemocratic co u n try ,  and to  the  h ig h ly  e x p lo s iv e  na ture  o f  

the issues on which the  courts  r u le ,  such as the  l e g a l i t y  o f
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s t r i k e s  and wage increases ( 1 2 ) .

As po inted  out by Keck (1 9 8 9 :2 5 3 ) ,  space is  b u i l t  in to  

the  system f o r  coopting workers in to  the s t a t e  bureaucracy,  

e i t h e r  in the s o c ia l  w e l fa r e  i n s t i t u t e s  or through the Labour 

Courts,  and t h i s  could e x p la in  passive and u n c r i t i c a l  

behaviour on the  p a r t  o f  labour r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . The prospect  

of  soc ia l  m o b i l i t y  through high wages, the enjoyment o f  a 

p o s i t i v e  s ta tu s  and the network of  in f lu e n c e  and power in  

these t r i p a r t i t e  r o le s ,  can sometimes weaken more m i l i t a n t  

and c r i t i c a l  types o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by workers.

2 . 4 .  F ina l  Remarks

Before c lo s in g  t h i s  o u t l i n e  I  would l i k e  to  emphasise 

some ideas which w i l l  be usefu l  f o r  the discussions ahead. 

F i r s t ,  the s t r u c t u r e  o f  compulsory a f f i l i a t i o n  acts  as a d i s 

in c e n t iv e  f o r  m o b i l i s a t i o n ,  producing a high number o f  union 

tax  payers who enjoy v a r io u s  b e n e f i ts  regard less  o f  a c t i v e  

union members. Although t h i s  system "p ro te c ts "  weaker unions,  

i t  leaves the union p o l i t i c a l l y  v u ln e ra b le  because th e  s i z e  

of  i t s  union base does not r e f l e c t  i t s  m i l i t a n t  s t r e n g t h .  

This has ra ise d  s i g n i f i c a n t  issues f o r  the "new u n io n is t "  

unions which have promoted mass re c ru i tm e n t  d r iv e s  but on the

12. In a complementary v iew, M e r ic le  has acknowledged t h a t  
the a n t i - l a b o u r  b ias  in the  handl ing o f  d isputes  is  due to  
two elements: the s e l e c t i o n  procedure o f  the labour judge and 
the s t r u c tu r e  o f  dec is ion-m aking  in  the co ur ts .  For more 
d e t a i l s  on the  process o f  s e le c t io n  o f  labour judges see 
M e r ic le ,  K. op. c i t . ,  page 312 and Sandoval, S. op. c i t .  , 
page 4.
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other  hand, campaigned during the d r a f t i n g  o f  the new 

C o n s t i t u t io n  f o r  the  union tax  and the  "monopoly o f  

re p re s e n ta t io n "  to  be mainta ined.

Second, the above o u t l i n e  is  a "dry sketch" of  the legal  

arrangements o f  the  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  system. I t  has not  

brought out the te ns io ns  between legal  norms r e g u la t in g  union 

a c t io n ,  and the  "custom and p r a c t i c e ", which can gain  

le g i t im a c y  as a r e s u l t  o f  numerous v a r i a b l e s  a t  a c e r t a in  

p o in t  in t im e .  Over the years the "new u n io n is t "  movement 

pressed f o r  and obta ined changes in the  r e p e r t o i r e  of  

organised la b o u r ’ s r i g h t s ,  so t h a t  o n c e - i l l e g a l  p ra c t ic e s  

such as s t r i k e s  and d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n  w i th  management became 

l e g i t i m a t e .  L a te r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s a t i o n  in  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  

e s p e c ia l l y  through the 1988 C o n s t i t u t io n ,  was the r e s u l t  o f  

concrete changes imposed through s t r i k e s ,  g ra s s -ro o ts  

o rg a n is a t io n  and "new u n io n is t"  s t r a t e g i e s  s ince  1978. The 

fo l lo w in g  s e c t io n  o f  the chapter  w i l l  g ive  a h i s t o r i c a l  

account o f  t h i s  process of  change.

3. Labour C ontro l by th e  S ta te  and th e  P o l i t i c s  o f  ■’P o p u lis t"  

and "B u re a u c ra tic "  Unionism

3. 1 .  P re s id e n t  G o u la r t  and "P o p u lis t"  Unionism

Roughly in  the per iod  o f  B r a z i l i a n  h i s t o r y  from 1945 up 

to the m i l i t a r y  coup in 1964, some o f  the  r e s t r i c t i v e  

measures conta ined in  the CLT were not en forced  and labour  

was able  to  gain some concessions from government and
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employers. The l i b e r a l  or  s t r i c t  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  the  

l e g i s l a t i o n  v a r ie d  in accordance w ith  the  p o l i t i c a l  regime in  

power. The law i t s e l f  remained la r g e l y  unchanged r i g h t  up to  

the  p roc lam at ion  o f  the new B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  in 1988.

Although the  c o r p o r a t i s t  system was e rec ted  in the 1940s 

to  respond to  an a l rea dy  c a p i t a l i s t  economy, the emergence o f  

the modern B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s  is  bound up w ith  the  

a c c e le ra te d  i n d u s t r i a l  development o f  the 1950s led by 

P re s id e n t  J u sc e l in o  Kubitschek ( 1 3 ) .

J u s ce l in o  Kubitschek was e le c te d  P re s id e n t  in 1955 and 

in strong c o n t r a s t  w ith  h is  immediate predecessor -  G e t u l io  

Vargas (1 9 51 -19 54 )  -  minimised the n a t i o n a l i s t  r h e t o r i c

a g a in s t  f o r e ig n  c a p i t a l .  The new p re s id e n t  encouraged f o r e ig n  

c a p i t a l  to  help in f u r t h e r  i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  of  the co un try ,  

under a slogan t h a t  ”50 years o f  progress were to  be achieved  

in f i v e ” . The lay ing  down of  basic i nf  r a - s t r u c t u r e , th e  

expansion o f  i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  and the c r e a t io n  of B r a s i l i a  -  

as a gesture  to  " i n t e g r a t e ” the country  from a geographical  

ce ntre  -  have been c i t e d  as K u b i tsch ek ’ s main achievements.  

His programme was only p o s s ib le ,  however, a t  the cost  o f  

un co n tro l le d  s t a t e  f in a n c in g  and increased debt.

During t h i s  per iod fo r e ig n  c a p i t a l  investment in B r a z i l

13. This h i s t o r i c a l  o u t l i n e  has been drawn from the f o l lo w i n g  
sources: Skidmore, T. P o l i t i c s  in B r a z i l ,  1930-1964: An
Experiment in Democracy. 1967; Benevides, M. 0 Governo JK and 
Bandeira,  M. 0 Governo Joao G o u la r t :  As Lutas S o c ia is  no
B r a s i1, 19 6 1 -1 9 6 4 . 1976. For a more re c e n t  h i s t o r i c a l  o u t l i n e  
see G r e e n f ie ld ,  G. " B r a z i l "  in L a t in  American Labour 
Organi z a t i  o n s . (G r e e n f ie ld  and Maran e d i t o r s ) .  1987; and 
Lamounier, B. " B r a z i l :  I n e q u a l i t y  A ga inst  Democracy" in
Democracy in  Developing C o u n tr ies .  L a t in  America . Diamond, L. 
e t  al . e d i t o r s .  1989.
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was s t im u la te d  and a "modern" p roduct ive  sec to r  was created  

e i t h e r  w ith  the d i r e c t  presence o f  m u l t i n a t i o n a l s ,  by 

combination w ith  local  c a p i t a l  or through loans from fo re ig n  

banks. Th is  p o l ic y  c o n s t i t u t e d  what is  known as the  process 

o f  " im port  s u b s t i t u t i o n " ,  in  which B r a z i l  began to  produce 

i n t e r n a l l y  i n d u s t r i a l  goods which h i s t o r i c a l l y  had been 

imported ( 1 4 ) .  The state -owned prod uc t ive  companies, 

e s p e c i a l l y  s t e e l ,  played an a c t iv e  r o le  in  t h i s  process 

( 1 5 ) .

I n d u s t r ie s  producing c a p i t a l  goods and consumer durable  

such as automobile ,  m e ta l lu r g y ,  machine to o l s ,  e l e c t r i c a l  

equipment and chemicals  -  r a p id ly  expanded over  more 

t r a d i t i o n a l  sectors  such as t e x t i l e s  and food.  

G e o g ra p h ic a l ly ,  t h i s  expansion was loca ted  in the c e n t re -  

south o f  the country ,  co ver ing  s t a te s  l i k e  Rio de J a n e i ro ,  

Sao Paulo and Minas G e ra is ,  w i th  a d is p ro p o r t io n a l  

c o n c e n tra t io n  in the reg ion  around Sao Paulo.

A cc e le ra ted  i n d u s t r i a l  development changed the  map of  

s o c ia l  c lasses  in B r a z i l ,  expanding the w o rk ing -c las s  

n u m e r ic a l ly  and changing i t s  composit ion.  In  t h i s  process a 

new urban middle c lass  a ls o  developed through, among many 

o ther  f a c t o r s ,  the expansion o f  manageria l and te c h n ic a l  jobs  

and the growth o f  a s e r v ic e  s e c to r .

14. For a c la s s ic a l  a n a ly s is  o f  the process o f  im port-  
s u b s t i t u t i o n  see Conceicao Tavares,  M. Da Substitu i ipao de 
Importacoes ao C ap i ta l ism o  F i n a n c e i r o . Zahar E d i to re s .  Rio de 
J a n e i ro .  1975.

15. By state-owned p ro d u c t ive  companies or  e n t e r p r is e s  I  mean 
c a p i t a l i s t  e n te r p r is e s  which are owned by the s t a t e .  The 
a d j e c t i v e  "product ive"  is  meant to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  them from 
the state-owned a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and /or  s e rv ic e  s e c to r .
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Kubitschek enjoyed co ns iderab le  p o p u la r ly  as a 

c h a r is m a t ic  lea der  and re laxed  some o f  th e  c o n t r o ls  over  

labour and w o rk in g -c las s  p o l i t i c s .  Trade unions gained  

s t re n g th  and were ab le  to  m o b i l is e  f o r  a number o f  important  

s t r i k e s .  Besides s t ru g g l in g  f o r  immediate economic demands, 

workers became more p o l i t i c a l l y  o r ie n te d  and pressed f o r  

reforms o f  a so c ia l  and economic c h a r a c t e r .  D esp ite  the  

p o p u l is t  r h e t o r i c  and a rea l  increase in the  minimum wage, 

the mass o f  B r a z i l i a n s  did not take p a r t  in  the growing 

p r o s p e r i ty  and s t a r t e d  to  f e e l  the burden o f  increased  

i n f l a t i o n .  The " l i b e r a l  p o p u l is t"  c h a ra c te r  o f  the  government 

allowed f o r  to le ra n c e  o f  w o rk e rs ’ o r g a n is a t io n  and demands, 

but w i t h in  the s t r i c t  l i m i t s  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  labour law 

and under a r h e t o r i c  o f  g rea t  n a t io n a l  development.

In  the years between 1961 and 1963, the  r e fo r m is t  

government of  Joao G o u la r t  brought the working c la s s  even 

c lo s e r  to  the s t a t e .  G o u l a r t ’ s i n t e r e s t  in basic  reforms  

provoked se r io us  d i v is io n s  among the t r a d i t i o n a l  r u l in g  

e l i t e s ,  and he was ab le  to  move from the v ic e -p re s id e n c y  to  

the presidency a f t e r  Janio Quadros’ r e s ig n a t io n ,  on ly  because 

of a strong and u n i f i e d  support from l i b e r a l  and l e f t  wing 

members in the Congress.

The B r a z i l i a n  Communist Par ty  (PCB), and o th e r  l e f t  wing 

fo rces  in the country such as the S o c i a l i s t  P ar ty  (PSB),  

fo l low ed  a p o l ic y  o f  support ing  the government, on the  basis  

of  a shared i n t e r e s t  in favour  of  the n a t io n a l  bourgeo is ie  

and some basic reforms such as a land reform.

The use o f  the term "p o p u l is t "  to  descr ib e  t h i s  per iod
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d e r iv e s  from the p a r t i c u l a r  r e l a t i o n  between government and 

labour ,  w i th  the w o rk in g -c la s s  p lay ing  the ro le  o f  a support  

base f o r  the weak P re s id e n t  ( 1 6 ) .  Joao G o u la r t  was from the  

B r a z i l i a n  Labour P ar ty  (PTB) and had been Vargas ’ M i n i s t e r  o f  

Labour in  1953. This a l lowed him to  use the c o r p o r a t i s t  base 

among union lea d e rs ,  who had d i r e c t  access to  the  P re s id e n t  

and increased t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in the government. Given 

the c o n s t r a in t s  in the labour code and the p o l i t i c s  p r a c t is e d  

by the union leaders  l in k e d  to  the PCB and the PTB, i t  was 

p o s s ib le  to  m o b i l is e  the w o rk ing -c las s  to  e x e r t  pressure  

to g e th e r  w i th  the i n d u s t r i a l  n a t io n a l  bourgeo is ie  f o r  the  

m odernisat ion of  the country ,  under the banner o f  

" n a t i o n a l i s t  i n t e r e s t s " .  Since G ou lar t  lacked support  from 

the t r a d i t i o n a l  e l i t e s ,  he was dependent on w o rk in g -c la s s  

support and was fo rced  to  use the c o r p o r a t i s t  c o n t r o ls  

s e l e c t i v e l y  and c a u t io u s ly .

In  1962 an autonomous union c o n fe dera t ion  the  W orkers ’ 

General C en tra l  (C e n tra l  Gera! dos Trabalhadores -  CGT) was 

crea ted  w i th  the support from p a r t i e s  such as the PTB and the  

PCB. For the f i r s t  t im e in B r a z i l i a n  h i s t o r y ,  r u r a l  workers  

were a lso  organised n a t i o n a l l y ,  in the C on federa t ion  o f  

A g r i c u l t u r a l  Workers ( Confederacao Nacional dos Traba lhadores  

A g r ic o las  -  CONTAG). Among the so c ia l  reforms sought by the  

CGT, were g r e a te r  de m o cra t is a t ion  o f  s t a t e  power,

16. For a very good review o f  the c la s s ic  debate on the  
concept o f  populism in L a t in  America, as de f ined  by Germani 
and Di T e l i a ,  see Deber t ,  G. Id e o lo g ia  e Populism. 1979. For 
a more rece n t  d iscuss ion  on "populism in L a t in  America" see 
Dix,  R. "Populism: A u t h o r i t a r i a n  and Democratic" in  L a t i  n
American Research Rev iew. 1985.
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r e s t r i c t i o n s  on f o r e ig n  investment and on the r e p a t r i a t i o n  o f  

p r o f i t s ,  deeper s t a t e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in th e  economy and land 

reform. I t  was a per iod  of mass demonstrat ions and strong  

wage demands.

Because o f  growing i s o l a t i o n  from h is  t r a d i t i o n a l  a l l i e s  

G o ular t  was in c r e a s in g l y  dependent on labour f o r  h is  u l t im a t e  

support .  However, the  m o b i l is a t io n  o f  urban and r u r a l  workers  

f u r t h e r  narrowed G o u l a r t ’ s support among o th er  s o c ia l  groups 

and i n t e n s i f i e d  the  p o l i t i c a l  p o l a r i s a t i o n .  In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

the s o - c a l l e d  n a t io n a l  bourgeo is ie  ended i t s  support ,  as did  

secto rs  o f  the middle c la s s ,  who were a f r a i d  o f  los ing  t h e i r  

p r i v i l e g e d  p o s i t i o n .

The P r e s i d e n t ’ s in creas ing  dependence upon labour gave 

labour the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  developing some in f lu e n c e  over  

government, but on ly  w i t h in  the s t r i c t  co nf ines  of  the  

c o r p o r a t i s t  system and the labour code. The CGT, f o r  example, 

e x is te d  as a p a r a l l e l  c e n t ra l  o rg a n is a t io n  ou ts ide  the  

o f f i c i a l  union s t r u c t u r e  and was never l e g a l i s e d .  The labour  

code remained i n t a c t  and was never questioned by the CGT, 

which ended up being the r e s u l t  o f  an i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

arrangement between top union leaders  and government. The 

rank and f i l e ,  w i th  i t s  g re a t  focus on the s h o p - f lo o r  and 

d a y- to -d ay  demands was l e f t  out o f  the p i c t u r e ,  and grass

roots m o b i l i s a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n  was never achieved.

P re s id en t  G o u la r t  was to rn  between encouraging f u r t h e r  

m o b i l is a t io n  o f  the  masses -  which would have fo rc ed  him to  

adopt s t i l l  more r a d ic a l  p o l i c i e s  -  and r e a s s e r t in g  contro l  

over the mass movement and n e g o t ia t in g  support from an
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in c r e a s in g l y  h o s t i l e  Congress. A deep p o l i t i c a l  and 

c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  c r i s i s  b u i l t  up, lead ing to  p a r a ly s is  o f  the  

government. The massive demonstrat ions promoted by the CGT in 

favou r  o f  basic  reforms, the growing movement over a g ra r ia n  

reform and instances of  r e b e l l i o n  in the Army ranks, sparked 

the r i g h t  wing conspiracy which led to  th e  m i l i t a r y  coup of  

1 964.

The m i l i t a r y  coup was only  successful  because th e re  was 

support  among key sectors  o f  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  and because the  

labour  movement had no g ra s s - ro o ts  base. The almost complete  

lack  o f  labour movement re s is ta n c e  to  the 1964 coup, d e s p i te  

mass demonstrat ions and an a p p a re n t ly  s trong labour  

o r g a n is a t io n ,  can be exp la ined  by the  type of  union 

lea d e rs h ip  during the years of populism. The "p o p u l is t "  

p o l i t i c a l  arrangement had been disconnected from the vast  

base o f  workers in s id e  the f a c t o r i e s ,  and th e re  had been 

l i t t l e  l in k ag e  between the mass movements led by the p o p u l is t  

union leaders  and the union base i t s e l f .  The l e a d e r s ’ 

i s o l a t i o n  was f u r t h e r  deepened by the non-involvement o f  

workers from the modern s e c to r ,  in the  mass movements 

(Humphrey 19 76 :88 ) .

Although the l e f t - n a t i o n a l i s t  fo rces  did cha l lenge  the  

t r a d i t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  arrangements in the country  and labour  

leaders  were ab le  to  f o s t e r  mass demonstrat ions and s t r i k e s ,  

t h i s  movement did not a l t e r  the o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  

labour but was based on the  t o p - l e v e l  b u re a u c ra t ic  p o l i t i c s  

of  the c o r p o r a t i s t  model. The concept o f  the  "c o l la pse  of  

populism" (W e f fo r t  1978) in B ra z i l  has brought out the  l i m i t s
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o f  p o p u l is t  p o l i t i c s  in expanding c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  and 

b u i ld i n g  w o rk e rs ’ autonomous o rg a n is a t io n s  ( 1 7 ) .

3 . 2 .  B u re a u c ra t ic  Unionism A f t e r  1964

With the m i l i t a r y  coup o f  1964 a l l  the repres s iv e  

measures conta ined in the CLT s ince  1943 were used to  t h e i r  

f u l l  e x te n t  ( 1 8 ) .  There were a r r e s t s ,  massive in t e r v e n t io n s  

in  unions, c a n c e l l a t io n s  o f  union r e g i s t r a t i o n  and the  

removal o f  union leaders  from o f f i c e  ( 1 9 ) .  During the most 

ru th le s s  per iod o f  m i l i t a r y  r u l e ,  from 1969 to  1977, leaders  

were persecuted, t o r t u r e d  and even k i l l e d .  Others were forced  

in to  underground l i f e  or  e x i l e .  The repression was not

17. C r i t i c i s i n g  past  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of "populism" W e f fo r t  
has stressed the  ambiguous c h a ra c te r  of  populism. This  
allowed a t h e o r e t i c a l  break w i th  the idea t h a t  i t  could only  
e x i s t  as the r e s u l t  o f  " i r r a t i o n a l  behaviour o f  the masses" 
in  a " p r e - p o l i t i c a l  phase". According to  W e f fo r t ,  populism 
in vo lves  a t  one and same t im e m an ipu la t ion  and s a t i s f a c t i o n  
o f  demands of  the popular  c la ss e s .  Popular adherence to  
populism is  thus seen as the  r e s u l t  o f  some lev e l  o f  response 
by leaders  to  popular  demands, u s u a l ly  in a s e t t i n g  of  
constra ined  c i t i z e n s h i p  power. For more on the d iscussion of  
p o p u l is t  p o l i t i c s  see the  c l a s s i c  study by W e f f o r t ,  0 
Populismo na Pol i^ t ica  B r a s i l e i r a . 19 78.

18. For more d e t a i l s  on the  m i l i t a r y  coup and the successive  
m i l i t a r y  governments see Skidmore, T. The P o l i  t i  cs of  
M i l i t a r y  Rule in B r a z i l  1 9 6 4 -1 9 8 5 . 1988 and Guilherme dos 
Santos. Sessenta e Quatro: Anatomia da C r i s e . 1986.

19. According to  M o re ira  A lves between 1964 and 1979 th e re  
were a t o t a l  of  1 .202 in t e r v e n t i o n s  in t rade  unions, 78 cases 
o f  leg a l  removal from o f f i c e ,  the c a n c e l l a t io n  o f  31 
d i f f e r e n t  e l e c t i o n s ,  and d e - r e g i s t r a t i o n  of 254 unions. I f  
we co ns ider ,  as a comparat ive f i g u r e  taken from A lb e r t in o  
Rodrigues, t h a t  in  1962 th e r e  were 1.766 employees’ unions in 
B r a z i l ,  i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  e v a lu a te  the e x te n t  o f  the  
repress io n .  For more d e t a i l s  see M ore ira  A lves,  M. "Trade 
Unions in B r a z i l "  in (E p s te in ,  E. e d i t o r ) .  Labour Autonomy 
and the S ta te  in L a t in  A m e r ica . 1988 page 46. and A lb e r t in o  
Rodrigues, op. c i t .  1968 page 124.
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l i m i t e d  to  the  union movement but a f fe c te d  the  whole of  c i v i l  

s o c ie ty .  With the AI5 -  the  I n s t i t u t i o n a l  Act number 5 o f  

December 1968 -  the e x e c u t iv e  gained broad powers to  suspend 

p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  and could l e g i s l a t e  by decree w i th o u t  

Congress. C i v i l  l i b e r t i e s ,  in c lu d in g  habeas corpus and the  

freedom of  the press were r e s t r i c t e d .  Although the sca le  o f  

repress ion  cannot be compared to  the Argent inean or Ch i lean  

" s ta te  t e r r o r i s m " , a r r e s t ,  t o r t u r e  and disappearance o f  

p o l i t i c a l  opponents became a commonplace in B r a z i l  during  

t h i s  pe r iod .

The m i l i t a r y ’ s economic plan f o r  expanded

i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  and ra p id  growth was based upon the d i r e c t

presence o f  fo r e ig n  c a p i t a l  and loans, and had as i t s  c r u c ia l  

element,  the increase  o f  p r o f i t  margins which had been

reduced in the years o f  p o p u l is t  p o l i t i c s .  The f o l lo w in g  

years saw the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  a deeply e x p l o i t a t i v e  system o f  

c a p i t a l i s t  product ion  w i th  the lowering o f  wages f o r  manual 

and less s k i l l e d  workers ( 2 0 ) .  The government l i f t e d  the  

e x is t i n g  r e g u la t io n s  a g a in s t  w o rke rs ’ l a y - o f f s  and g e n e r a l ly  

l i b e r a l i s e d  the r e g u la t io n s  on working c o n d i t io n s  and

p ro t e c t io n  o f  w o rkers ’ h e a l th  ( 2 1 ) .

20. On the d e c l in e  o f  purchasing power in the per iod 1964-  
1968 see W e l ls ,  J. " D i s t r i b u i c a o  de Rendimentos, Crescimento  
e a E s t r u tu r a  de Demanda no B ra s i l  na Decada de 60" in  
(T o l ip a n  and T i n n e l i  e d i t o r s )  A C o n tro v e rs ia  Sobre 
D is t r ib u ic a o  de Renda. 1975, page 193.

21. Between the middle o f  the  1960s and the 1970s B r a z i l  was 
one of  the top in any i n t e r n a t i o n a l  comparison o f  i n d u s t r i a l  
acc id ent  r a te s ,  in respect  o f  loss of  working days and in  
respect of  numbers o f  f a t a l  ac c id e n ts .  According to  Lowy and 
Almeida f o r  example, in 1969, 14.57% o f  employees s u f fe re d
acc idents ;  in 1 970, 15.75%; in 1971, 17.61%; and in 1972,
19.36%. Lowy, M and Almeida, A. "Union S t r u c tu r e  and Labour
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Three basic  p o l i c i e s  were o u t l in e d  in  o rder  to  produce 

ra p id  economic development: 1) the c r e a t io n  o f  a u n i f i e d  wage 

p o l ic y  by government, 2) the e r e c t io n  o f  f u r t h e r  lega l  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  on s t r i k e s ,  and 3) the e l i m i n a t i o n  of  job  

s t a b i l i t y  and the c r e a t io n  of the FGTS ( T im e - in - S e r v ic e  

Guarantee Fund) system.

A wage co n tro l  p o l ic y  was introduced in Ju ly  1964, a t  

f i r s t  on ly  f o r  p u b l ic  s ec to r  workers, but in the f o l lo w i n g  

y ear ,  i t  was extended to  the p r iv a t e  s e c to r  o f  the economy 

(Sandoval 1 9 8 4 :1 9 ) .  Wage increases were to  be s e t  by 

government according to  a complicated " in d e x a t io n "  formula  

l in k e d  to  the ra te  o f  i n f l a t i o n  and to a n a t io n a l  f i g u r e  on 

product i  v i  t y .

The problems w ith  t h i s  formula were immense. The 

p r o d u c t i v i t y  f i g u r e ,  f o r  example was worked out by government 

in  a com plete ly  a r b i t r a r y  fa sh io n ,  w h i le  the consumer p r ic e  

index r a r e l y  r e f l e c t e d  the ac tua l  leve l  o f  i n f l a t i o n  s ince  i t  

was se t  monthly by the government’ s s t a t i s t i c s  department.  

The consequence of  a r t i f i c i a l  ra tes  o f  p r o d u c t i v i t y  and 

manipulated indexes of  past  i n f l a t i o n  was a deep e ros ion  of  

wages, known as "arrocho s a l a r i a l " (wage squeeze p o l i c y ) .  

According to  some sources the wage squeeze per iod  amounted to  

a f a l l  in  rea l  average wages of  a t  l e a s t  38 pe rc ent  during

O rg an is a t io n  in the Recent H is to ry  o f  B r a z i l "  in  L a t i  n 
American P e r s p e c t iv e s . 1976 page 116. For more d e t a i l s  o 
B r a z i l ’ s bad record see Costa, N. et. a l . "D iagnost ico  das 
Condicoes de Trabalho e Saude". Saude e Trabalho no B r a s i l . 
1 982 .
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the  per iod  between 1960 and 1970 ( 2 2 ) .

A new s t r i k e  law (Law no. 4330) was in troduced in  May 

1964, and e l im in a t e d  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a lega l  s t r i k e s  

except when employers were behind in wage payments or were 

not respect ing  wage increases  determined by law.

In  December 1966 the  government ab o l ish ed  the s e n i o r i t y  

p ro v is io n s  in the CLT which, ever  since 1943 had o f fe r e d  two 

types o f  p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  d is m is sa l .  Workers w ith  less than  

ten years o f  s e r v ic e  w i th  the same employer were e n t i t l e d ,  in 

the event o f  d is m is s a l ,  to  indemnity payments equal to  a 

month’ s wage per year  o f  e f f e c t i v e  s e r v ic e .  Workers w i th  ten  

or more years in s e r v ic e  had " s t a b i l i t y "  s t a t u s ,  which in  

p r a c t ic e  meant t h a t  they could not be f i r e d  w i th o u t  a p r i o r  

co ur t  he ar ing .

With the  in t r o d u c t io n  of  the Fundo de G a ra n t ia  por Tempo 

de Serv ico or FGTS ( T im e - in -S e rv ic e  Guarantee Fund) these  

d i s t i n c t i o n s  disappeared and employers could f i r e  anyone 

w ithou t  c o u r t  a p p ro v a l .  The economic d i s i n c e n t i v e  a g a in s t  

l a y - o f f s  a ls o  evapora ted  s ince  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

indemnity payments was now shared with  the worker.  Under the  

new FGTS system, employers and workers were ob l iged  to  make 

a monthly d e p o s i t  in  a fund -  the FGTS -  based on e ig h t  per 

cent of the wages, in  i n d iv id u a l  accounts under the w o rk e r ’ s 

name. This law a f f e c t e d  n a t io n a l  and lo ca l  labour markets  

very deeply ,  producing high ra te s  of labour tu rn over  in some 

sectors  and o p e r a t in g  as an a d d i t io n a l  element in  the "wage

22. DIEESE c a l c u l a t i o n s  quoted in Lowy and Almeida es t im ated  
t h a t  the minimum wage f e l l  as l e a s t  43% over the  same p e r io d .  
See Lowy and Almeida,  op. c i t .  1976 page 101.
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squeeze p o l i c y " .  Th is  was so because groups of  workers were 

f i r e d  on ly  to  be l a t e r  readm it ted  a t  a lower wage.

The government’ s s e t t i n g  of  wage increases  and th e  a n t i 

s t r i k e  law c u r t a i l e d  the  unions barga in ing  power and t h e i r  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  m o b i l is in g  t h e i r  members. The FGTS a lso  

a f f e c t e d  union p o l i t i c s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  because o f  the  t h r e a t  

o f  d ismissa l  f e l t  by workers .  In  f a c t ,  one o f  the o b j e c t i v e s  

o f  the new p o l ic y  had p r e c is e ly  been to  c r e a te  a dem obi l ised ,  

n o n - p o l i t i c a l  union movement ( 2 3 ) .  With these measures,  

unions were to  become much more i n s t i t u t i o n s  f o r  p ro v id in g  

so c ia l  s e rv ic e s  than arenas f o r  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .

A f t e r  the  i n t e r v e n t io n s  in many unions and the a r r e s t s  

of  union leaders  which immediate ly  fo l lo w e d  the coup, d i r e c t  

repress ion  was s low ly  rep laced by i n d i r e c t  c o e rc io n .  

" S e l e c t i v e  in t e r v e n t io n s "  in  p o l i t i c a l l y  im portant  unions and 

co nt in ua l  v i g i l a n c e  on a l l  union a f f a i r s  by the M i n i s t r y  of  

Labour, mainta ined union a c t i v i t y  w i t h in  the narrow goals  

allowed by government. E v e n tu a l ly  unions were a l low ed  to  

e l e c t  new e x e c u t iv e s  and to  re tu rn  to  some form of  

" n o r m a l i ty " ,  but w i t h in  a system descr ibed as "b u r e a u c r a t ic -  

w e l fa re "  unionism ( 2 4 ) .  The concept a l lu d e s  to  the  f a c t  

t h a t  s ince  unions were com plete ly  under the c o n tro l  o f  an 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and re p re s s iv e  government, the u n io n ’ s main

23. On the  a t tem pt  by the m i l i t a r y  government to  c r e a te  
" n o n p o l i t i c a l  unions" see Cheibub F ig u e i re d o ,  A.
" Intervenc^oes S in d ic a is  e o "Novo S ind ica l ism o"  in  Dados. 
R ev is ta  de C ienc ia s  S o c i a i s . Number 17. 1978 pages 136-145 .

24. On b u re a u c ra t ic  union leaders  see a ls o  De Souza M a r t i n s ,  
M. 0 Estado e a B u ro c ra t izac ao  do S in d ic a to  no B r a s i l , 
e s p e c i a l l y  p a r t  two on "union leaders  and b u reauc ra cy" . 1979.
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r o le  became one o f  p r o v id e r  of w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  w h i le  

m i l i t a n c y  and a c t iv is m  were played down.

I t  should be po in ted  out t h a t  i t  would be an over— 

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  to  d e f in e  a l l  union leaders  in t h i s  per iod  as 

"pe leg os" ( 2 5 ) .  The f a c t  i s ,  however, t h a t  given the  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  c o n s t r a in t s  and the general p o l i t i c a l  

rep re s s io n ,  even i f  more "genuine" and committed union  

leaders  were ab le  to  emerge and be e le c te d  to  union  

e x e c u t iv e s ,  the  widespread and enforced p o l i t i c a l  

d e m o b i l is a t io n  hindered any a t tem pt  to  change the  system in  

pi a c e .

4.  The Resurgence o f  the  Labour Movement

4 . 1 .  The 1967-1968 S t r i k e s

In  1967, s t i l l  under the  " f i r s t  phase" o f  m i l i t a r y  r u l e ,  

th e re  was some t a l k  o f  l i b e r a l i s i n g  the regime. As the impact  

of the d e t e r i o r a t i o n  o f  wages was f e l t  by workers ,  they  

s t a r t e d  to  put pressure on t h e i r  labour leaders  to  p r o t e s t  

a g a in s t  the "wage squeeze p o l i c y " .  An In t e r - U n io n  Anti Wage 

Freeze Movement (Movimento I n t e r s i n d i c a l  A n t i -A rro c h o  -  MIA) 

was c re a te d ,  grouping unions from Sao Paulo,  Rio de J a n e i ro ,  

Minas G era is  and Rio Grande do Sul.  The lea ders  o f  these

25. The word pelego l i t e r a l l y  means the sheep sk in  b la n k e t  
placed between the saddle  and the  horse to  ease the  burden o f  
the r i d e r  on the horse.  I t  is  used as a derogatory  term to  
descr ibe  union leaders  who cooperate w ith  the  M in i s t r y  o f  
Labour and f u r t h e r  t h e i r  own i n t e r e s t s  a t  the expense o f  the  
union membership. In  M e r i c l e ,  K. op. c i t .  page 325.
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unions were a l l  o f  a b u re a u c ra t ic  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  and organised  

the movement along the same l i n e s  as the p a r a l l e l  

o r g a n is a t io n s  o f  the p o p u l is t  p e r io d ,  thus posing no real  

t h r e a t  to  government. Workers turned up en masse a t  

assemblies designed to  c o l l e c t  s ig n a tu re s  f o r  a p e t i t i o n  to  

the government, and these developed in to  p r o t e s t  ac t ion s  

a g a in s t  the  government’ s labour p o l i c i e s  s ince 1964. However, 

the movement d id not produce any rea l  r e s u l t s  and labour  

exper ienced a per io d  of  d e c l in in g  m i l i t a n c y  and a c t iv is m  fo r  

many years .

The f i r s t  unexpected labour upheaval came in 1967-1968  

when two major s t r i k e s  broke out a t  Contagem and Osasco. The 

Contagem metal w o rk e rs ’ s t r i k e  in Minas Gera is  s t a r t e d  as a 

w i ld c a t  a c t io n  in A p r i l  1968 in p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  the  

government’ s wage p o l ic y  and the worsening s i t u a t i o n  in t h e i r  

i n d u s t r i a l  a re a .  I t  began a t  the B e lg o -M in e i ra  s te e l  p la n t  

but e v e n t u a l l y  involved 15,000 workers from o th e r  p la n t s .  The 

Osasco s t r i k e s  involved many companies and around s ix  

thousand workers .  These s t r i k e s  met w ith  a s trong response 

from the  government, which used i t s  f u l l  powers under the  

Labour Code. W ith in  tw e n ty - fo u r  hours the s t r i k e s  were 

declared  i l l e g a l  by the labour c o u r ts ,  and the  M i n i s t r y  of  

Labour in te rv e n e d  in the unions over the next  few days to  

d is p la c e  the combative le a d e rs h ip .  Many s t r i k e r s  were 

a r re s te d  and the whole movement o f  "Union O ppos it ion"  was 

d i smant 1 e d .

Th is  resurgence of  a labour movement was based on the  

new g e n era t io n  o f  leaders  s i t u a t e d  to  the l e f t  o f  the
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B r a z i l i a n  Communist Par ty  (PCB), n e i t h e r  s i m i l a r  to  the  

former p o p u l i s t  union lead ersh ip  nor i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  the new 

"pelego" union bosses assoc ia ted  w ith  the m i l i t a r y  regime.  

Lowy and Almeida (1 976 :10 8)  have c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  to  the  

p a r t i c u l a r  c h a ra c te r  o f  the lea d e rs h ip  and the type o f  

o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the Osasco and Contagem s t r i k e s  of 1968.

These new w o r k e r / a c t i v i s t s , whether l in k e d  to p o l i t i c a l  

o rg a n is a t io n s  or  o f  an independent o r i e n t a t i o n ,  sought to  

group to g e t h e r  d iscontented workers around the fo rm at ion  o f  

"labour  o p p o s i t io n s " .  These o p p o s i t io ns  were i n i t i a l l y  under  

B r a z i l i a n  Communist P ar ty  in f lu e n c e ,  d e s p i te  the g re a t  

in t e r n a l  s t r u g g le  in the P a r ty .  But the Communist P a r t y ’ s 

in f lu e n c e  d imin ished as o ther  l e f t  wing groups emerged w ith  

a n e g a t iv e  e v a lu a t io n  of the PCB’ s r o le  in the reform  

s t ru g g le s  p r i o r  to  1964.

The union renewal movement began to  th re a te n  the  union 

bureaucracy as w el l  as the p o l i t i c a l  regime. Although i t  did  

not succeed in modifying the w age-f reeze  law, which continued  

to  erode the  rea l  va lue of w o rk e rs ’ wages, i t  demonstrated  

the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  some form o f  r e s is ta n c e  during such 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n  t im es .

A f t e r  the  crackdown a g a in s t  the two s t r i k e s ,  fo l low ed  by 

repress ion  a g a in s t  the leaders  of the  "union oppos it ion"  and 

the issu in g  o f  the  A I -5  in 1968, p u b l ic  labour op po s i t io n  and 

mass p r o t e s t s  remained s i le n c e d  u n t i l  the r e b i r t h  of m i l i t a n t  

unionism in 1978.
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4 . 2 .  The "New U n i o n i s t "  Movem ent i n  B r a z i l

The f i r s t  im portant  p u b l ic  wave o f  labour o p po s i t io n  

s t a r t e d  in 1977 w ith  the "Wage Recovery Campaign" (Campanha 

de Reposicao S a l a r i a l ) .  Th is  movement grew out o f  the  

p u b l ic a t io n  in the d a i l y  Folha de Sao Paulo o f  a s e c re t  

r e p o r t  w r i t t e n  by the World Bank on the economic p o l ic y  o f  

the  B r a z i l i a n  government. Th is  re p o r t  e x p l i c i t l y  quest ion ing  

the v a l i d i t y  o f  o f f i c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s  on i n f l a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

from 1973 onwards (Rainho and Bargas 1983:39)  -  doubts t h a t  

would l a t e r  be confirmed by the  i n s t i t u t i o n  resp ons ib le  f o r  

government f i g u r e s ,  the Fundacao G e tu l io  Vargas.

Since the wage p o l ic y  inaugurated by the government in  

1964 was based on an i n f l a t i o n - l i n k e d  fo rm ula ,  t h i s  was a 

h ig h ly  e x p lo s iv e  r e v e l a t i o n .  According to  a DIEESE study, th e  

worst years o f  m an ip u la t ion  had been 1973 and 1974, when 

losses from uncorrected  i n f l a t i o n  had t o t a l l e d  34% (Rainho  

and Bargas 1 9 8 3 :4 0 ) .

With t h i s  f i g u r e  in  hand, the Sao Bernardo Metal workers * 

Union and o th er  unions in the  ABC region launched the "Wage 

Recovery Campaign", or the "Campaign f o r  the 34%" as i t  was 

a lso  known, b r in g in g  n a t io n a l  a t t e n t i o n  to  the labour  

movement a f t e r  almost ten years of  s i l e n c e  ( 2 6 ) .  The

26. The c i t y  o f  Sao Paulo and the surrounding municip ios or  
c i t y  suburbs c o n s t i t u t e  the i n d u s t r i a l  h e a r t  o f  B r a z i l .  There  
can be found th e  h ig h e s t  c o n ce n tra t io n  o f  in d u s t r i e s  in the  
dynamic se c to r  led by m u l t i n a t io n a l  c o r p o r a t io n s , e s p e c i a l l y  
those connected w i th  the  automobile  in d u s t ry .  By the end o f  
the 1970s, Sao Paulo had about 400 ,000 metalworkers and th e

I  ^

s o -c a l le d  ABC region o f  Santo Andre, Sao Bernardo do Campo e 
Sao Caetano had r e s p e c t iv e ly  4 7 ,0 0 0 ,  133 ,000,  and 2 5 ,00 0 .
A lvaro Moises, J. "What is  the S tra te g y  o f  the "New
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campaign, which m ob i l ised  tens o f  thousands o f  workers in  

r a l l i e s ,  showed to  a new genera t ion  t h a t  unions were more 

than a d ispenser  o f  s o c ia l  s e rv ic e s  and t h a t  new le a d e rs  

supported t h e i r  rank and f i 1e s ’ demands f o r  wage recovery .

For the f i r s t  t ime in  almost ten years,  organised mass 

o p po s i t io n  to  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  r u le  thus expanded beyond the  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  and p o l i t i c a l  e l i t e s  who c o n s t i t u t e d  th e  

op po s i t io n  a t  t h a t  t im e .  The na t io n a l  p o l i t i c a l  co n ju nc tu re  

cannot be l e f t  as ide  in understanding t h i s  process, s in ce  as 

noted by Keck ( 1 9 8 9 :2 6 6 ) ,  the process o f  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  

opened up o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  labour movement a c t io n  which had 

been absent b e fo re .

The l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  process, the s o - c a l le d  " a b e r tu ra  

p o l i t i c a " ,  s t a r t e d  in  B r a z i l  under the Geisel a d m in is t r a t io n  

and continued in  1979 w i th  P res id en t  F ig u e ire d o .  In  t h i s  

p o l i t i c a l  s e t t i n g ,  th re e  major i n s t i t u t i o n a l  changes had come 

about,  namely: 1) the  end o f  I n s t i t u t i o n a l  Act Number 5; 2) 

the g ran t in g  o f  amnesty to  p o l i t i c a l  p r iso ne rs  and 3)  the  

" p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  reform" which s p e l t  an end to  the o ld  two 

p a r ty  system and a l lowed f o r  new arenas of  re p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  

c i v i l  soci e ty  (27 ) .

Syndicalism?" in L a t in  American P e r s p e c t iv e s . 1982 page 57.

27. For a very good d iscuss ion on the process o f  
l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  and d e m o c ra t is a t io n  in  B ra s i l  see Cruz,  S. and 
M a rt in s ,  C. "De C a s te lo  a F igu e ire d o :  uma incursao na p r e -  
h i s t o r i a  da a b e r tu ra "  in  (Cruz e t .  al . e d i t o r s )  Sociedade e 
P o l i t i c a  no B ra s i l  Pos 1964 . 1983. and the c o l l e c t i o n  o f
essays organised by S e lc h e r ,  W. A Abertura  P o l i t i c a  no 
B r a s i l .  Dinamica. Dilemas e P e r s p e c t iv a s . 1988. For a debate  
on the problems o f  f u r t h e r i n g  the democratic process, see th e  
c o l l e c t i o n  o f  essays e d i te d  by Stepan, A. Democrati si ng 
B r a z i l .  1989.
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The chronology o f  the 1978 and 1979 s t r i k e s  which 

i n i t i a t e d  the r e - b i r t h  o f  union m o b i l is a t io n  has been 

e x te n s iv e ly  covered in  the l i t e r a t u r e  ( 2 8 ) .  But i t  is  

im portant  to  s t re s s  t h a t  what o r ig in a t e d  as a s t r i k e  in the  

Saab-Scania  p l a n t  soon spread to  o ther  companies in th e  area  

and gained n a t io n a l  prominence because o f  the s t r a t e g i c  

importance of  the meta lworkers  of  the s t a t e  o f  Sao Paulo and 

because o f  the n o v e l ty  o f  the t a c t i c s  and demands o f  the  

movement. The movement was s t ro n g ly  based on s h o p - f lo o r  

o rg a n is a t io n  and gave b i r t h  to  what l a t e r  came to  be known as 

the B r a z i l i a n  "new u n io n is t "  movement. By 1979 more than  

3 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  had crossed t h e i r  arms in 430 s t r i k e  a c t io n s  in  

f i f t e e n  d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e s  ( 2 9 ) .

In  some cases the  e r u p t io n  of s t r i k e s  occurred d e sp i te  

the o p po s i t io n  o f  b u re a u c ra t ic  union le a d e rs .  In  o th e r  cases 

"Union Oppos it ion  Groups" had emerged in the f a c t o r i e s  to  

make op p o s i t io n  to  the b u re a u c ra t ic  le a d e rs h ip .  In  t h i s  

process a group o f  new and combative leaders  gained p u b l ic  

r e c o g n i t io n :  people  such as Luiz In a c io  da S i l v a ,  Lu la  -  who

28. See f o r  example: Antunes, R. A Rebe ld ia  do T r a b a lh o .
1988; Humphrey, J . ,  Chapters 6 and 7 in C a p i t a l i s t  Control  
and Workers S t ru g g le  in the  B r a z i l i a n  Auto I n d u s t r y . 1982; 
Keck, M.,  "The New Unionism in the B r a z i l i a n  T r a n s i t i o n "  in 
Democratiz ing B r a z i l .  Problems of T r a n s i t i o n  and 
C o n s o l id a t io n . 1989; M a ro n i , A . ,  A E s t r a t e g i a  da Recusa.
Ana l ise  das Greves de Maio de 1978. 1982; M o re ira  A lves ,  M.,  
"Trade Unions in  B r a z i l :  A Search f o r  Autonomy and
O rgan iza t io n"  in Labor and Autonomy in the S ta te  in  L a t in  
America and Rainho, L. and Bargas,^ O. As Lutas Q p era r ias  e 
S in d ic a is  dos M e ta lu rg ic o s  em Sao Bernardo. 1983 among 
o t h e r s .

29. These data  are  c i t e d  in M o re ira  A lves ,  who adds t h a t  i t  
was produced by DIEESE based on the number o f  workers in  
each union t h a t  was on s t r i k e .  M ore ira  A lves ,  M. op. c i t .  
1988 page 53.
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M
was one o f  the  leaders  o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union of  Sao 

Bernardo -  gained n a t io n a l  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  prominence,  

working as the  spokesperson and mediators o f  the  c lass  as a 

who!e (30 ) .

The m a j o r i t y  o f  s t r i k e s  concentrated on wage demands and 

were sparked o f f  by the "campaign f o r  the  34%". But o ther  

s t r i k e s ,  such as t h a t  o f  the metalworkers in the  ABC reg ion ,  

went beyond wage demands and chal lenged aspects  o f  union 

l e g i s l a t i o n ,  union re p re s e n ta t io n  and r e g u la t i o n  of  

employment c o n d i t io n s .

The Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union of  Sao Bernardo, f o r  example, 

demanded: a) the r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  and d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n

between workers and employers; b) lega l  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  of  

workers a t  s h o p - f lo o r  le v e l  and c) job  s e c u r i t y  p r o t e c t io n .  

In  c o n t r a s t  to  the former p a t te rn  of  s h o r t  s t r i k e s  in  s in g le  

p la n t s ,  the meta lworkers o f  the ABC region inaugurated  a 

p a t te r n  o f  l a r g e - s c a l e  s t r i k e s  with  vas t  assemblies in  p u b l ic  

p lace s ,  m o b i l is in g  up to  100,000 workers.  They would gather  

d a i l y  f o r  d iscu ss io ns ,  to  make c o l l e c t i v e  d e c is io n s  in open 

v o t i  ng.

During the f i r s t  s t r i k e s ,  in 1978, government and 

managers were taken com ple te ly  by s u r p r is e .  The government

30. Together w ith  Lu la ,  who was a union lea der  s ince  1975, a 
whole new group o f  leade rs  emerged in t h i s  p e r io d :  people  
l i k e  O l i v i o  Dutra  in  the south and Joao Vasconselos in  Minas 
G era is ,  among o th e r s .  They formed an in form a l  n a t io n a l  
n e g o t ia t io n  committee which would sometimes have to  mediate  
between an a c t i v e  rank and f i l e  and pel ego union le a d e rs .  For 
a view o f  the p o s i t io n s  held by Lula during the b i r t h  o f  "new 
unionism" see M ore l ,  M. Lula o M e ta lu rg ic o .  Anatomia de uma 
Li deranpa. 1981; and Dantas Ju n io r ,  A. Lula  sem Censura.
e d i te d  by Dantas J u n io r ,  A. 1981.

146



did not in te rv e n e  or r e s o r t  to  d i r e c t  repress ion  u n t i l  the  

f o l lo w i n g  year .  In  1979, during the  second wave o f  

m o b i l i s a t io n  in  Sao Bernardo, the  Regional Labour Court  

declared  the s t r i k e s  i l l e g a l  and the  government reacted w i th  

severe repress ion  and in tervened  d i r e c t l y  in the lo ca l  

metalworkers unions in Sao Bernardo do Campo, Santo Andre and 

Sao Caetano. The labour movement was so strong during t h i s  

per iod ,  however, t h a t  i t  was ab le  to  demand and ob ta in  the  

re tu rn  o f  i t s  leaders  to  the unions. The 1980 s t r i k e s  met 

with  even s t ro n g e r  repression from the  government. In  Sao 

Paulo a worker was shot dead and many were in ju re d  in open 

s t r e e t  c lashes w i th  the p o l ic e .  Sao Bernardo was occupied by 

troops,  the unions were s u b je c t  to  in t e r v e n t io n  and the  

leaders  j a i l e d .  Union leaders  l o s t  t h e i r  posts and were 

charged w i th  v i o l a t i o n s  o f  the N a t io n a l  S e c u r i ty  Law f o r  

having led an i l l e g a l  s t r i k e .

Although in  many p o l i t i c a l  and academic c i r c l e s  the  

b i r t h  o f  "new unionism" was gree ted  as a s u rp r is in g  and 

unexpected mass movement, the roots  a c t u a l l y  lay  in an 

oppo s i t io n  movement th a t  has been deve loping before 1978. The 

problem w ith  c e r t a i n  academic analyses ,  was t h a t  they did not  

look in to  less i n s t i t u t i o n a l  forms o f  labour  re s is ta n c e  and 

o r g a n is a t io n .  The author who most s t re s s e s  t h i s  p o in t  is  

More ira  Alves (1 9 8 9 ) ,  who shows t h a t  a lthough the "new t ra d e  

union movement" f i r s t  erupted w i th  the s t r i k e s  of 1978, i t  

was the r e s u l t  o f  a long process o f  w o rk e rs ’ re s is ta n c e  

ins ide  product ion  p la n ts .  This  re s is ta n c e  involved c r e a t i v e  

t a c t i c s  so as not to  a l low  management the  t ime to  respond
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w ith  re p re s s iv e  measures or to  request i n t e r v e n t i o n  from the  

s t a t e  through the  labour cour ts  ( 3 1 ) .  Th is  p o in t  is  a lso  

stre ssed  by Humphrey (1976,  1980, 1982) and Tavares de

Almeida ( 1 975 ) ,  who have shown how the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union of  

Sao Bernardo was a c t i v e ,  in terms of s t r i k e s  and demands, a 

long t ime be fore  1978 ( 3 2 ) .

The 1978 and 1979 s t r i k e s  gave g re a t  impetus to  

i n i t i a l l y  small union o p po s i t io n  groups who were c r i t i c a l  o f

the b u re a u c ra t ic  type o f  unionism p r e v a le n t  in the  country  a t

the t im e .  This  movement s lowly  developed in to  formal and

v i s i b l e  "union o p p o s i t i o n ” groups which fought b u re a u c ra t ic  

o f f i c i a l s  in i n t e r n a l  e l e c t i o n s .  This group o f  new and 

combative a c t i v i s t s ,  who u s u a l ly  emerged from the s h o p - f lo o r ,  

were c a l l e d  au t e n t i  cos or  "the a u th e n t ic "  le a d e rs ,  as opposed 

to  the pel ego leade rs  who were in  o f f i c e  under the thumb of  

mi 1i t a r y  r u l e .

Although the  "new u n io n is t"  movement organised w i t h in  

the e x i s t i n g  c o r p o r a t i s t  union s t r u c t u r e ,  i t  sharp ly  d i f f e r e d  

from the p o p u l is t  union movement as i t  questioned and sought 

to  change t h i s  s t r u c t u r e .  The new movement had a d i s t i n c t i v e  

discourse and a d i s t i n c t i v e  s e t  o f  goals t h a t  had not been

31. Among the d i f f e r e n t  t a c t i c s  used by the workers were f o r  
example, " o p era t io n  t u r t l e "  which is  a slow down in  
product ion ,  "pop-corn s t r i k e s "  in which d i f f e r e n t  se c to rs  o f  
the assembly l i n e  are  stopped a t  d i f f e r e n t  t im es ,  "opera t ion  
l i g h t - b u l b "  in which th e r e  are  quick stoppages throughout the  
e n t i r e  f a c t o r y ,  " s i l e n c e  opera t io ns "  where workers cross  
t h e i r  arms in s i l e n c e  f o r  a s h o r t  w h i le  and "o pera t ion  
sabotage" where p a r t s  o f  the product are l e f t  out or q u a l i t y  
contro l  procedures stop being p r a c t is e d .  For more d e t a i l s  see 
M ore ira  A lves,  M. op. c i t .  1988a page 51.

32. On workers m o b i l i s a t i o n  in  the ABC region be fore  1979 see 
a lso  F re d e r ic o ,  C. A Vanguarda O p e r a r i a . 1979.
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seen before  in the  B r a z i l i a n  labour movement. These goa ls ,  

which were d is c lo s e d  a t  a number of in formal  and formal  

meetings and confe rences ,  included union autonomy from the  

s t a t e ,  the r i g h t  to  s t r i k e ,  the r i g h t  o f  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  

with  management, and d i r e c t  union re p re s e n ta t io n  on th e  shop- 

f l o o r  (Keck 1 9 8 9 :2 6 1 ) .

This movement complete ly changed the r o le  of  

organised labour  in  B r a s i l .  The question which remains to  be 

answered in t h i s  c h a p te r  is  why the movement was born among 

the metalworkers o f  the  ABC region and not among o th e r  unions  

or c a te g o r ia s  o f  workers? Although the s p a t i a l  c o n c e n tra t io n  

of in d u s t r ie s  is  an im portant  s o c io lo g ic a l  v a r i a b l e ,  

o rg a n is a t io n a l  and p o l i t i c a l  f a c t o r s  seem b e t t e r  to  e x p la in  

the b i r t h  o f  the movement.

The Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union of Sao Bernardo do Campo had 

been in c o n f l i c t  w i th  motor in dus try  employers during most o f  

the 1970s. According to  Humphrey (1 9 8 0 :2 5 ) ,  th e re  had been 

small stoppages in  1 973 and 1974 as w e l l  as an in c re a s e ,  

during these ye ars ,  in  the  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the union in  

f a c to ry  problems and a t tem pts  to  recover losses r e s u l t i n g  

from the wage f r e e z e .

In terms o f  le a d e rs h ip  p o l i t i c s ,  whereas many o f  the  

B r a z i l i a n  unions in the  years before 1978 had been ,,occupied"  

by p r o - m i l i t a r y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , or by b u re a u c ra t ic  lead ers  

with l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t  in  m i l i t a n t  ac t io n s ,  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ 

Union o f  Sao Bernardo had been led s ince 1969/1970 by a 

"union op po s i t io n"  group, which according to  many au tho rs ,  

was much in s p i re d  by the  North American type o f  economic
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t ra d e  unionism. In  1975 Lula  was e le c te d  p re s id e n t  o f  the

union, and to g e th e r  w i th  a group of workers,  s t a r t e d  to  

implement a d i r e c t  and demanding approach during wage- 

campaign per io ds .  This  group had an agenda o f  demands which 

inc luded legal  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  of  the union on the s h o p - f lo o r  

and s t a b i l i t y  f o r  the union re p r e s e n t a t iv e  ( die. A\^c*d^

1 9 75 :7 2 ) .  Furthermore t h i s  new leadersh ip  sought to  expand 

i t s  union base: in the per io d  between 1 977 and 1978, f o r

example, union membership in the  most important  p la n ts  in  Sao 

Bernardo had grown by 20% to  25% ( 3 3 ) .

An important  debate in  academic c i r c l e s  on the o r i g i n s  

and p o l i t i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement. 

The c e n tra l  p o in t  o f  the  debate was the competing 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  on the incre as ing  h e te ro g e n e i ty  and 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  in  the  w o rk in g -c la s s  in B r a s i l ,  between

workers in the dynamic s e c to r  and those in the  t r a d i t i o n a l  

s e c to r .  In one view, expanded d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  had led to  

major d iv is io n s  w i t h in  the  w o rk ing -c las s :  workers in  the

dynamic sector  o f  the economy c o n s t i tu te d  an " a r is to c r a c y  of  

labour" w ith  independent i n t e r e s t s  from those o f  the r e s t  of  

the w o rk in g -c las s .  In  another view, a lthough the  

he te ro g e n e i ty  was acknowledged, workers from the dynamic 

se c to r  c o n s t i tu te d  a " w o rk e rs ’ vanguard" express ing and 

d i r e c t i n g  a u n i f i e d  se t  o f  demands.

The f i r s t  view can be lo c a te d ,  although not e x c l u s i v e l y ,

33. According to  Humphrey f o r  example, between 1977 and 1978 
union membership had grown 20% a t  C h ry s le r ,  25% a t  Ford,  
16% a t  Mercedes and around 10% a t  Volks.  See Humphrey, J. "As 
Raizes e os Desafios do "Novo" S ind ica l ism o da I n d u s t r i a  
Automobi 1 i*tica" in  Estudos Cebrap. 1980 page 26.
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in  the  works o f  Tavares de Almeida, who saw the  labour  

movement in Sao Bernardo in 1978 as a " labour  a r i s t o c r a c y " o f  

p r i v i l e g e d  s k i l l e d  workers seeking to  gain even g r e a te r  

b e n e f i t s  from t h e i r  p ro tec te d  p o s i t io n  in the labour market .  

For t h i s  au tho r ,  the expansion of  a modern and dynamic s e c to r  

in  B r a z i l  had crea ted  a group o f  h ig h ly  s k i l l e d ,  w i th  h igher  

wages, b e t t e r  working c o n d i t io n s  and jo b  s t a b i l i t y ,  whose 

e x c lu s iv e  and independent s t ru g g le s  were on ly  designed to  

expand t h e i r  own advantages, c r e a t in g  an even g r e a t e r  d i v id e  

among the B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s .  As f o r  t h e i r  " m i l i t a n c y "  

in  qu est ion ing  the na ture  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  o rd e r ,  Tavares  

de Almeida argued t h a t  the labour laws, born in the 1940s,  

had become i n e f f i c i e n t  in r e l a t i o n  to  the demands o f  workers  

in  modern in d u s t ry .  This  a n a ly s is  seemed to be confirmed,  i t  

was argued, by the f a c t  t h a t  workers from the modern s e c to r  

had p a r t i c i p a t e d  only  m a rg in a l ly  during the  p o l i t i c a l  

upsurges of  the G o u la r t  years ,  and had had access to  h igher  

l i v i n g  standard in the s o - c a l l e d  "m irac le  years" when 

compared w i th  o ther  workers.

Humphrey’ s work (1980 ,  1982) ,  based on e m p ir ic a l

research in the  automobile in d u s try  in  B r a z i l ,  o f f e r s  an 

a l t e r n a t i v e  to  the " a r is to c r a c y  of  labour" i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and 

to  i t s  basic  assumptions about the s t r u c t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of  the in d u s t ry  and the supposedly d i v i s i v e  ideology o f  

workers in the dynamic s e c to r .

Although recognis ing the importance o f  the  

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between modern and t r a d i t i o n a l  se c to rs  in  

B r a z i l ,  the author suggested t h a t  t h i s  had been ov e r 
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emphasised in the l i t e r a t u r e ,  and was ab le  to  r e j e c t  the  idea  

o f  a d iv id e d  w o rk in g -c la s s .  Humphrey (1 980 :13 )  quest ioned the  

p ro p o s i t io n  t h a t  high s k i l l s  and high wages predominated in  

the  automobile  in d u s t ry  and t h a t  workers enjoyed a t i g h t  

i n t e r n a l  labour market .  Not only were the  workers not  

s a t i s f i e d ,  but they proved capable of lead ing  the  movement 

a g a in s t  the wage f r e e z e .  High turnover  ra te s  and r e s t r i c t i v e  

wage p o l i c i e s  prevented the i s o la t io n  o f  the  au to -w orkers  

from the r e s t  o f  the w o rk in g -c la s s .  The improvements in  wages 

and working co n d i t io n s  won by the modern s e c to r  would become 

an example to  workers in the t r a d i t i o n a l  s e c to r  r a t h e r  than  

a basis f o r  id e o lo g ic a l  d i v i s i o n .  In t h i s  "vanguard r o l e " ,  

workers could take  advantage of a favo u ra b le  con ju nc tu re  -  

the p o l i t i c a l  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  p r o je c t  -  to  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  

the c o n s t r a in ts  imposed by the  Labour Code and the  M i n i s t r y  

of  Labour (Humphrey 1 9 8 2 :23 1 ) .

Although the wave o f  s t r i k e s  in 1980 ended w i th  a 

crackdown on unions and t h e i r  leade rs h ip ,  the labour  movement 

had changed in th re e  years in s i g n i f i c a n t  ways. A new form o f  

a c t iv is m  had been born and opposit ions had won o f f i c e  in  

severa l  o f  the most im portant  unions in  the  co un try ,

e s p e c i a l l y  the metal w o rk e rs , chemicals and bank workers .  In  

other  unions, t r a d i t i o n a l  leaders  were o b l ige d  to  respond to  

rank and f i l e  demands f o r  more r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o r g a n is a t io n s  

as wel l  as having to  p resent  management w i th  more combative  

sets  of  demands. The spread of  "new unionism" to  o th e r

in d u s t r ie s  and regions o f  the country proved how th e  labour

a r is t o c r a c y  hypothesis  was wrong.
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5. Developments After 1978

5 . 1 .  The P o l i t i c a l  S p l i t s  Among Organised Labour

The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  p a t te rn  in B r a z i l i a n  unionism o f  low-  

l e v e l  o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the rank and f i l e  and low m i l i t a n c y  on 

the  s h o p - f lo o r  changed s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a f t e r  the  developments  

o f  1978. There was a much h igher  le v e l  o f  union o r g a n is a t io n  

on the s h o p - f lo o r  and some f i rm s  accepted the  demand to  have 

shop s t e w a r d s / f a c t o r y  committees. The Ford and Volkswagen 

f a c t o r y  commissions in Sao Bernardo are an i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  

t h i s  process ( 3 4 ) .  N e v er the less ,  the s t rong  re p res s iv e  

response from government to g e th e r  w ith  the economic recession  

of  the e a r l y  1980s, s h i f t e d  the focus o f  labour a c t i v i t y  from 

l a r g e - s c a l e  s t r i k e s  to  the b u i ld in g  up o f  o r g a n is a t io n a l  

s t re n g t h .  In  s p i t e  o f  a 1 978 amendment to  the  Labour Code 

render ing  c e n t r a l  labour  o rg a n is a t io n s  i l l e g a l ,  the labour  

movement as a whole operated through forms o f  h o r i z o n t a l  

a f f i l i a t i o n .  In  August 1981, the f i r s t  c a l l  was made fo r  

i n t e r - u n i o n  o r g a n is a t io n  and re s u l te d  in the  " F i r s t  N a t iona l

34. The f i r s t  commission o f  w orkers ’ r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  was s e t  
up in  1980 a t  Volkswagen. I t s  o r i g i n a l  fo rm at  was l a t e r  
re n e g o t ia te d  between workers and management in  1982. For more 
d e t a i l s  see Tavares de Almeida, M. "Novas Demandas, Novos 
D i r e i t o s "  in Dados. 1983 page 273. On f a c t o r y  committees see 
a lso  S i l v a ,  E. Chapter E ig h t ,  Labour and Technology in the  
Car In d u s t ry .  Ford S t ra te g y  in B r i t a i n  and B r a z i l . 1988.
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Conference o f  the  Working Class" -  CONCLAT ( 3 5 ) .  At t h i s  

p o in t  in  t im e the  two major c o n f l i c t i n g  union groups -  the  

" a u th e n t ic  group" and the  "unidade s i n d i c a l "  group -  were 

to g e th e r  around a p r o j e c t  f o r  a s in g le  "w orkers ’ c e n t r a l " .  

This u n i ty  however broke down in Ju ly  1983, when the Centra l  

Unica dos Trabalhadores -  CUT was o f f i c i a l l y  founded by Lula  

and o th e r  union leaders  from the " a u th e n t ic "  movement. One 

month l a t e r  the  "unidade s in d ic a l  group" held a separate  

congress and founded a competing c e n t r a l :  N at iona l

C oo rd ina t io n  o f  the Working Class (Coordena9ao Nacional da 

Classe T rab a lh ado ra  -  CONCLAT).

The bas ic  divergence between these two groups had to  do 

w ith  competing conceptions of  t r a d e  union o r g a n is a t io n  a f t e r  

the 1978 per io d  and the co n ju n c tu ra l  a n a ly s is  of the  

" l i b e r a l i s a t i o n "  period in the co un try .  For the  "a u th e n t ic "  

and union o p p o s i t io n  lea de rs ,  the  new unions as w el l  as the  

Workers’ C en tra l  should be d e - c e n t r a l i s e d  in terms of  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e  and be run in the form o f  a 

c o l l e g i a t e  so t h a t  the rank and f i l e  could d i r e c t l y  

p a r t i c i p a t e  in  de c is io n s .

The second group, c a l l e d  the  "unidade s i n d i c a l " ,  was 

more c o n s e rv a t iv e  view of  p o s s ib le  changes in the union 

s t r u c t u r e .  Although not a l l  union lea ders  in t h i s  group came 

from an o l d e r  genera t ion  o f  former b u re a u c ra t ic  lea d e rs ,  some

35. Over 5 ,0 0 0  de leg ates  a t tended re p re s e n t in g  1,092 unions 
or a s s o c ia t io n s  from a l l  over the co u n try .  For more d e t a i l s  
see Keck, M.,  op. c i t .  page 58.
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might w e l l  be c h a r a c t e r is e d  as " c o n t in u i t y  w ith  a new face"  

( 3 6 ) .  According to  t h i s  group, the p o s i t io n s  advanced by 

the  "a u th e n t ic "  le a d e rs h ip ,  openly chal lenged the wishes of  

the  m i l i t a r y  and might serve as a p r e t e x t  f o r  h a r d l in e r  

o f f i c e r s  to  undermine the  p o l ic y  o f  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  of  the  

regime. The "unidade s i n d i c a l "  proposed t h a t  a s o c ia l  pact  

should be n e g o t ia te d  between labour and government, w i th  the  

aim of  guarantee ing  a peaceful  t r a n s i t i o n  to  democratic  ru le  

i n B r a z i 1.

The CONCLAT did  not emphasise rank and f i l e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  so i t s  d e l i b e r a t i v e  congresses did  not inc lude  

r e p r e s e n t a t i  on from the  base. I t  included many of  the  

e x i s t i n g  o f f i c i a l  unions and lacked a confedera l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  

re p re s e n ta t io n  in  most s ta te s  (Keck 1 9 8 9 :6 0 ) .  In  1986, 

CONCLAT changed i t s  name to  General Workers C onfederat ion  

(C e n tra l  Geral dos .

Trabalhadores -  CGT).

The d iv e rg in g  conceptions of  the CUT and CGT about the  

f u t u r e  of  the union movement were a t  the f o r e f r o n t  of  another  

s p l i t ,  one of  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  p o s i t io n s ,  which 

broke out around the quest ion  of  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s .  The 

p o l i t i c a l  pa r ty  reform o f  1978, ending the tw o -p a r ty  system 

which had dominated the  country  s ince 1964, allowed c i v i l

36. This s i t u a t i o n  is  w e l l  i l l u s t r a t e d  by the case o f  Joaquim 
dos Santos de Andrade^ who was the d i r e c t o r  of  the  
Metalworkers Union o f  Sao Paulo, the l a r g e s t  b l u e - c o l l a r  
union in L a t in  America. He was a h ig h ly  c o n t r o v e r s ia l  f i g u r e  
because he had o r i g i n a l l y  been a s t a t e  " i n t e r v e n e r " in the  
union. However, he was r e - e l e c t e d  many times and managed to  
"modernise" h is  p o l i c i e s  and s tay  as head of  the Union long 
a f t e r  the b i r t h  o f  "new unionism".
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s o c ie ty  co n s id e ra b le  freedom to  express i t s  d iv e rg e n t  

p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s .  The c r e a t io n  o f  the  Workers P a r ty ,  was 

an a t tem pt  to  c a t e r  f o r  the s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  w orkers ’ demands 

in  the t r a n s i t i o n  to  democracy and a t  the same t ime to  change 

the  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of  the w ork ing -c lass  in  

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  ( 3 7 ) .  Im po rtan t  union leaders  o f  the  

country  who were d i r e c t l y  involved in the process o f  the "new 

t ra d e  union movement" were a ls o  involved in the process o f  

b u i ld in g  the P a r ty .  Luiz  In a c io  da S i l v a  f o r  example, the  

one-t im e d i r e c t o r  o f  the Metalworkers Union o f  Sao Bernardo,  

became the Workers; Par ty  p re s id e n t  in 1980. In  s p i t e  o f  the  

ov e r lap  in  personnel between union movement and p a r ty  

p o l i t i c s ,  the P a r ty  defended the idea t h a t  these two spheres  

should be kept se para te  -  i e ,  t h a t  the p o s i t io n s  defended by 

the labour movement should not be determined by the P a r t y ’ s 

p o l i  t i  c s .

Besides the  predominant in f lu e n c e  o f  the PT in CUT, t h i s  

co n fe d e ra t io n  was a lso  under the in f lu e n c e  of  progress ive  

se c to rs  o f  the C a t h o l ic  Church and, to  a lesser  e x t e n t ,  o f  

p o l i t i c a l  groups such as s o c i a l i s t s ,  T r o t s k y is t s  and o th er  

l e f t  wing groups o f  M a r x i s t - L e n i n i s t  i n s p i r a t i o n .  The 

Democratic Labour P ar ty  o f  Leonel B r i z o l a ,  the PDT, was a lso  

l in ke d  to  t h i s  C o n fe d e ra t io n .  In  a l a t e r  development, sec to rs  

of  the PC do B (Communist P ar ty  of  B r a z i l )  changed s ides and

37. On the c r e a t io n  o f  the W orkers ’ Par ty  -  PT, see Sader, E. 
"The Workers P a r ty  in B r a z i l "  in New L e f t  Review. 1987 and 
Lowy, M. "A New Type o f  P a r ty .  The B r a z i l i a n  PT" in L a t i  n 
American P e r s p e c t i v e s . 1987.
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a f f i l i a t e d  t o  t h e  CUT ( 3 8 ) .

The CGT in i t s  t u r n ,  was l inked  w i th  the PCB and w i th  

c e n tre  and r i g h t  o f  c e n t re  p a r t i e s ,  namely the PMDB (P a r ty  o f  

the B r a z i l i a n  Democratic  Movement) and the  PFL (P a r ty  o f  the  

L ib e ra l  F r o n t ) ,  who were then n e g o t ia t in g  the e l e c t i o n  o f  a 

c i v i l i a n  p r e s id e n t  in B r a z i l .

The c o u n t r y ’ s economic s i t u a t i o n  from 1980 onwards 

became grimmer every  year and a recession s t a r t e d  to  g r ip  the  

country .  Growing i n f l a t i o n  and the burden o f  the debt c r i s i s  

d e l iv e re d  even harder  blows to  workers. A f t e r  the changes to  

the wage law in 1979, workers continued to  be h i t  by changes 

in  the wage p o l i c y  almost every year from then on ( 3 9 ) .  The 

IM F ’ s p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  the debt c r i s i s ,  which by t h i s  t ime  

had the c o u n t r y ’ s debt running a t  $90 b i l l i o n  d o l l a r s ,  was 

very au s te re .  By 1983 i n f l a t i o n  was above 130% per year and 

unemployment was es t im ated  a t  between 15% and 20% (Keck 

1984:30)  ( 4 0 ) .  By 1983, a lthough the s t r u c t u r a l  nature o f

38. The Communist P ar ty  o f  B r a z i l  (PC do B) was founded in  
the 1960s as the  r e s u l t  o f  a s p l i t  w i th  the B r a z i l i a n  
Communist P a r ty ,  the PCB founded in 1922 and whose s e c re ta ry  
g e n e ra l ,  f o r  many years ,  was Luiz  Carlos P re s te s .  While the  
l a t t e r  fo l low ed  a " S o v ie t  Union" l i n e  f o r  i t s  p o l i c i e s ,  the  
PC do B fo l low e d  the  p o l i t i c a l  d i r e c t i o n  from B e i j i n g .

39. A f t e r  the new wage p o l ic y  of November 1979, th e re  has 
been many o th e r  changes in the law in December 1980, January  
1983, May 1983, October 1984, and August 1985. B a s ic a l l y  the  
changes in a l l  these decree - law s  re fe re ed  to  the  percentage  
to  be a p p l ie d  over  the consumer index p r ic e s ,  to  d i f f e r e n t  
groups of wages. These groups are de f ined  in terms of  the  
minimum wage: from 1 to  3 minimum wages; from 3 to  10 
minimum, from 10 to  15, from 15 to  20, and over 20. Source: 
DIEESE -  Decretos e Le is  da P o l i t i c a  S a l a r i a l  do Governo 
desde 1979. Sao Paulo 1985.

40. Wages a l re a d y  being squeezed by i n f l a t i o n ,  were f u r t h e r  
compressed by the  de cre e - la w  2065 of  1983. Wage law, the  
increases were now l i m i t e d  to  100 percent  o f  the r i s e  in the
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recession and unemployment weakened the c a p ac i ty  o f  the  

unions to  o rgan ise  and m o b i l is e ,  th e re  had been a q u a ! i t a t i v e  

change in the i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  scenar io  in  the  co u n try .  

O ppos it ion  groups had won in many unions and the two workers  

c o n fe d e ra t io n s ,  CUT and CGT, had been o f f i c i a l l y  l e g a l i s e d  by 

government. In  Ju ly  1983 the  labour movement responded to  the  

government’ s wage p o l ic y  w i th  i t s  f i r s t  general  s t r i k e  s ince  

1964, which para lysed  much o f  in d u s t r i a l  and commercial Sao 

Paulo and had a s c a t te r e d  but s i g n i f i c a n t  impact in  

i n d u s t r i a l  ce n t re s  in o th e r  s t a t e s .

On the whole, the less fav o u ra b le  economic co n ju nc tu re  

and the leg a l  ob s ta c les  to  s i g n i f i c a n t  wage increases  made 

the labour movement tu rn  i t s  a t t e n t i o n  to  o th e r  types o f  

demands, such as i n - p l a n t  job  s e c u r i ty  p r o v is io n s ,  

r e c o g n i t io n  o f  s h o p - f lo o r  union r e p r e s e n t a t io n , and demands 

over the frequency o f  wage adjustments.  As s t ressed by Keck 

( 1 9 8 9 :2 6 8 ) ,  the d i r e c t  ba rga in ing  s t ra te g y  and the g r e a t e r  

emphasis on s h o p - f lo o r  issues during these years p a i d - o f f .  By 

the t ime the "New Republ ic" government was in augura ted ,  

labour had g r e a t l y  expanded i t s  o rg a n is a t io n a l  c a p a c i ty .

The term "New Republ ic" r e f e r s  to  the f i r s t  p r e s i d e n t i a l  

t r a n s i t i o n  w i th  a c i v i l i a n  leader  and the c lo s in g  of  the  

m i l i t a r y  c y c le  a f t e r  1964 ( 4 1 ) .  Jose Sarney (1 9 85 -1 9 9 0 )

cost o f  l i v i n g  as c a lc u la te d  by government indexes, which was 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  below the rea l  f i g u r e  f o r  most workers.  See 
Keck, M. "Update on the B r a z i l i a n  Labour Movement" in  L a t i  n 
American P e r s p e c t i v e s . 1984 page 30.

41. In  s p i t e  o f  mass demonstrat ions in the country in favou r  
of  d i r e c t  e l e c t i o n s  f o r  p r e s id e n t ,  the t r a n s i t i o n  to  c i v i l i a n  
ru le  was the r e s u l t  o f  an arrangement between p o l i t i c a l  
e l i t e s  over an e l e c t o r a l  c o l le g e .  In  November 1985, as a
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became the  f i r s t  c i v i l i a n  p re s id e n t  and appointed A lm ir  

Pazz ianoto  as M i n i s t e r  o f  Labour, as an a t tem pt  to  gain  

l a b o u r ’ s su pport .  Pazz ionoto  had fo r  many years been working  

as a lawyer in Sao Paulo f o r  m i l i t a n t  t ra d e  unions.

Towards the end o f  1985 the c o u n t ry ’ s economy continued  

to  worsen, and th e  purchasing power o f  the minimum wage had 

dec l in ed  by a lmost h a l f  (DIEESE 1990) .  In 1986 a macro- 

economic p la n ,  c a l l e d  the Cruzado Plan ,  f r o z e  wages and 

p r ic e s  o v e r n ig h t  in  an a t tempt to  h a l t  i n f l a t i o n a r y  

e x p e c ta t io n s  ( 4 2 ) .  Although minimum wage earners  rece ived  

an e ig h t  pe rc ent  bonus, the m a jo r i ty  had t h e i r  wages f rozen  

a t  the average le v e l  o f  the previous s ix  months, w h i le  p r ic e s  

were f rozen  from the  day before the plan ( 4 3 ) .  When p r ic e  

c o n t ro ls  were l i f t e d  a f t e r  the November 1986 e l e c t i o n s ,  

i n f l a t i o n  once again  went out of  contro l  and s t a r t e d  to  e a t  

away rea l  wage v a lu e s .

During the Cruzado Plan the government sought to  

e s t a b l i s h  a s o c ia l  pact  w ith  workers, s ince union oppo s i t io n  

to the im plem enta t ion  o f  a wage f r e e z e  would render i t  a

r e s u l t  o f  n e g o t ia t io n s  between the m i l i t a r y  backed PDS and 
the o ther  p a r t i e s ,  the  f i r s t  c i v i l i a n  p re s id e n t  a f t e r  1964 
was e le c te d .  The e l e c t o r a l  c o l le g e  e le c te d  Tancredo Neves who 
was from the  c e n t r e  r i g h t  of  the PMDB and died before  
assuming o f f i c e .  Jose Sarney, who was o r i g i n a l l y  from the  
pa r ty  in power -  PDS -  was s e lec ted  in order  to  balance the  
t i c k e t ,  was next in  l i n e  and assumed o f f i c e  on A p r i l  1985.  
See Skidmore, T. op. c i t .  1988, and Lamounier, B. 1989.

42. For a good rev iew  o f  the Cruzado Plan,  see Flynn, P. 
“B r a z i l :  the  p o l i t i c s  o f  the Cruzado P la n ” in Th ird  World
Q u a r te r 1y . 1986.

43. Although an "au tom a t ic  t r i g g e r "  f o r  wages was prov ided,  
i t  could not match the  i n f l a t i o n  o f  between 22 .5  and 24 
percent per month. For more d e t a i l s  see M ore ira  Alves op. 
c i t .  1988bpage 65.
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f a i l u r e .  Some changes in  labour l e g i s l a t i o n  were put forward  

in  an a t tem pt to  demonstrate good w i l l  on the p a r t  o f  the  

government ( 4 4 ) .  Although the w o rke rs ’ c o n fe d era t io n s ,  CUT 

and CGT, agreed a t  d i f f e r e n t  times to  discuss basic  issues  

w ith  government, the t a l k s  broke down and no agreement was 

reached ( 4 5 ) .  During S arneys ’ government (1985-1990)  th e re  

were fo u r  d i f f e r e n t  macro-economic " s t a b i l i s a t i o n  programmes" 

to  h a l t  g a l lo p in g  i n f l a t i o n  they were 1) the "Cruzado Plan"  

o f  February 1986; 2) the "Cruzado I I "  o f  August 1986; 3) the  

"Bresser Plan" o f  June 1987; and 4)  the  "Summer Plan" o f  

January 1 989. As we can see from Table 2 . 1 ,  the plans f a i l e d  

in  the long term to  c o n tro l  i n f l a t i o n ,  and high i n f l a t i o n  

ra te s  have tended to  become chronic in the  economy, and even 

to  reach the dimensions of hyper i n f l a t i o n .

44. As M i n is t e r  o f  Labour, A lmir  P a z z ia n o t to  declared an 
amnesty f o r  a l l  t ra d e  u n io n is ts  who had been removed from 
t h e i r  posts by prev ious  governments, and cance l led  a 1978 
amendment to  the  labour code which rendered c e n t ra l  union 
o rg a n is a t io n s  i l l e g a l .  Besides these two formal c lauses,  the  
conjuncture  a l lowed f o r  two basic  "accomplishments o f  
omission" to  use Keck’ s (1989 :252)  term. These were: 1) the  
easing o f  repress ion  a g a in s t  s t r i k e s  and 2) a re fu sa l  by the  
M in is t r y  o f  Labour to  in te rv e n e  in s t r i k i n g  unions in s p i t e  
of  the c o n s id e ra b le  pressure  from co n s e rv a t iv e  ranks to  do 
s o .

45. For more d e t a i l s  on the n e g o t ia t io n s  over a soc ia l  pact  
see Roxborough, I .  "Organized Labour: A Major V ic t im  of  the  
Debt C r i s is "  in  Debt and Democracy in L a t in  America . 
S t a l l i n g s  and Kaufman e d i t o r s .  1989, page 96.

160



T a b l e  2 . 1

I n f l a t i o n  R a t e s  i n  B r a z i l ,  1 9 8 0 - 1 9 8 9

Y e a r A n n u a l  I n f l a t i o n  R a t e s  
( e n d  o f  y e a r ,  by %)

1 980 1 1 0 . 2

1 981 9 5 . 2

1 982 9 9 . 7

1 983 2 1 1 . 0

1984 2 2 3 . 8

1 985 2 35 .  1

1 986 6 5 . 0

1 987 4 1 5 . 8

1 988 1 , 0 3 7 . 5

1 989 1 , 0 9 1 . 3
S o u r c e  : Que B r a s i l  e E s t e . Manua l  de I n d 1c a d o r e s  P o l  i t i  c o s  
e Soc i a i  s . G u i l h e r m e  dos  S a n t o s  e t  a l  . Sao P a u l o :  V e n i c e /  
IUPERJ .  1990 p a g e s  4 0 - 4 1 .
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On the whole,  r e l a t i o n s  between organised labour  and 

S arn e y ’ s government were extrem ely  c o n f l i c t u a l .  Desp ite  the  

government’ s repeated at tempts to reach some s o r t  o f  s o c ia l  

pa c t ,  none was ever fo rm a l ly  e s ta b l is h e d .  Government not only  

wished f o r  p o l i t i c a l  support  but a lso hoped t h a t  labour would 

p lay  down s t r i k e s  and c la ims f o r  wage readjustments or  wage 

recovery .  These at tempts to  co-opt  labour accentuated the  

p o l i t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  between the CUT and CGT v i s - a - v i s  

Sarney ’ s government. At one t ime they would t r y  to  n e g o t ia t e ,  

a t  another ,  they would d e c la re  f i e r c e  o p p o s i t io n .

The d i f f e r e n c e s  which had re su l te d  in the CUT-CGT s p l i t  

a ls o  developed among members o f  the CGT, which i t s e l f  s p l i t  

in two in 1988 a t  i t s  Second Congress ( 4 6 ) .  A new p re s id e n t  

was to  be e le c te d  to  rep lace  -  Joaquim dos Santos Andrade,  

but there  was a c o n f l i c t  between competing f a c t io n s  t h a t  

ended in s p l i t .  Joaquim dos Santos became the p re s id e n t  o f  

the General Workers’ C onfederat ion  (C e n tra l  Geral dos 

Trabalhadores -  CGT) and Antonio Magri became p re s id e n t  of  

the General Con federa t ion  o f  Workers ( Confederacpao Geral dos 

Trabalhadores -  CGT) ( 4 7 ) .

46. According to  a source, CUT represented in 1989 over 1 ,400  
unions and w o rkers ’ a s s o c ia t io n s  and over 18 m i l l i o n  workers.  
The s iz e  of  the two CGTs, is  a m atte r  o f  d is p u te .  I t  is  
thought t h a t  they represented in 1989 between 900 and 1,500  
unions and around 20 m i l l i o n  workers. Source: Folha de Sao 
P a u lo , November 24 1989.

47. A r i g h t  wing c e n t r a l  c a l l e d  Independent Syndical Union 
(Uniao S in d ic a l  Independente -  U S I ) has a lso  attempted to  
organ ise .  I t  defended in f u l l  the labour code and the  
s t r a i g h t  t i e s  between labour and the s t a t e .  I t  gained l i t t l e  
support in the labour movement and has been m arg ina l ise d  in 
the o v e r a l l  p o l i t i c a l  scene. The USI has cla imed to  represen t
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Despite  the  government’ s moves to  l i m i t  labour  

m o b i l i s a t i o n ,  two o th e r  attempts were made to  launch general  

s t r i k e s  in response to  the  i n f l a t i o n a r y  growth and a f u r t h e r  

compression in  wages. These i n i t i a t i v e s ,  in December 1986 and 

August 1987, f a i l e d  to  m ob i l ise  the m a jo r i t y  o f  workers but 

th e re  were s e c to ra l  stoppages, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the p u b l ic  

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  se c to r  in v o lv in g  c i v i l  se rv ants  and primary  

teachers  among o th e rs ,  which had been s i l e n t  in  the  major  

events o f  1978 ( 4 8 ) .  Th is  new trend among p u b l ic  sec to r

employees in 1987 was in t e r p r e t e d  as a d e f i n i t e  sign t h a t  the  

"new u n io n is t "  movement was not l im i t e d  to  workers from the  

dynamic se c to rs  o f  th e  economy ( 4 9 ) .  As i t  is  p o ss ib le  to  

observe in Table  2 . 2 ,  workers from state -owned prod uc t ive  

companies had engaged in s t r i k e s  s ince  1983 and became 

in c re a s in g ly  more m i l i t a n t  over the years .

1,000 unions and 14 m i l l i o n  workers.  However, s ince  they are  
mainly organised in th e  hote l  and o ther  s e rv ic e  unions, w ith  
very l i t t l e  m i l i t a n t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  the s i z e  o f  t h i s  
c o n f e d e r a t io n ’ s base should be eva lu a ted  w i th  g r e a t  ca re .  
Moreover, the USI d id  not develop in to  an a l t e r n a t i v e  vo ice  
of secto rs  o f  organ ised  labour even f o r  the  government. 
Source: Folha de Sao P a u l o . November 24 1989.

48. The e x te n t  o f  the s t r i k e  wave can be seen more c l e a r l y  i f  
i t  is  compared w i th  1979, when the labour movement r e -  
emerged. In  1979 f o r  example th ere  were a t o t a l  o f  430 
s t r i k e s  w i th  3 ,2 7 1 ,5 0 0  s t r i k e r s ,  in 1986 th e r e  were 993 
s t r i k e s  w i th  5 ,7 4 7 ,1 9 3  and in 1987 th e r e  were 1,122 s t r i k e s  
and 9 ,0 1 0 ,3 8 3  s t r i k e r s .  These data  are c i t e d  from a 
C ompila t ion o f  DIEESE in  M ore ira  Alves,  op. c i t .  1989 pages 
53 and 67.

49. See on t h i s  debate ,  "B ras i l  1987: R e l a t o r i o  Sobre a 
Situacao Socia l  do P a is " .  Nucleo de Estudos de P o l i ' t ic a s  
P ub l icas ,  UNICAMP, Campinas. 1989 pages 119-123.
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T a b l e  2 . 2

S t r i k e  A c t i v i t y  i n  S t a t e - O w n e d  P r o d u c t i v e  
C o m p a n i e s .  1 9 8 3 - 1 9 9 0 *

Y e a r Number  o f  S t a t e -  
Owned P r o d u c t i v e  
C o m p a n i e s  I n v o l v e d  
i n  S t r i k e  A c t i v i t y

1983 3

1984 8

1 985 19

1986 71

1987 89

1 988 81

1989 124

1 990 73
S o u r c e :  Compi  T a t i o n  p r o d u c e d  by t h e  DIEESE..
o f f i c e  i n  R i o  de J a n e i r o ,  b a s ed  on B o l e t i  ns  
do DIEESE.  1 9 8 3 - 1 9 9 0 .

I
*  As f a r  as  I  know ,  t h e  f i r s t  d a t a  c o m p i l e d  
on t h e  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  o f  w o r k e r s  f r o m  t h e  
s t a t e - o w n e d  p r o d u c t i v e  c o m p a n i e s  was 
p r o d u c e d  by DIEESE i n  1 9 9 1 .  T h i s  c o m p i l a t i o n  
was t h e  r e s u l t  o f  my r e q u e s t  t o  d e - c o n s t r u c t  
w h a t  had  p r e v i o u s l y  a p p e a r e d  i n  t h e i r  
s t a t i s t i c s  as  " s t r i k e s "  among s t a t e - s e c t o r  
e m p l o y e e s ,  w i t h  no d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  
t h e  p r o d u c t i v e  and  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s e c t o r s .  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  DIEESE a d v i s e r s ,  t h e  f i r s t -  
e v e r  r e c o r d  o f  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  i n  s t a t e  
p r o d u c t i v e  c o m p a n i e s  was i n  1983 .  T h i s  was 
e x p l a i n e d  as  t h e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  mo r e  
r i g o r o u s  a n t i - s t r i k e  l a w  f o r  s t a t e - s e c t o r  
e m p l o y e e s  and t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  s t a t u s  o f  
" n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y "  i n  many s t a t e - o w n e d  
c o mp an i  e s .
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As I  w i l l  argue in  Chapter 3, t h e i r  general a l l i a n c e  

w ith  p r i v a t e  s e c to r  workers can be e xp la ined  by the  gradual  

e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  sp ec ia l  s ta tu s  and the c r e a t io n  of  a 

common i d e n t i t y  w ith  o ther  c a te g o r ie s  of  

w o rk e rs .

The two competing views w i t h in  the labour movement in  

the 1980s have been seen as a d ispu te  between CUT’ s 

" c l a s s i s t  unionism" ( s in d ic a l is m o  c l a s s i s t a )  and the  two 

CGT’ s "unionism of  r e s u l ts "  ( s in d ic a l is m o  de r e s u l t a d o s ) .  For 

the f i r s t ,  unions are  an instrum ent f o r  workers to  f i g h t  

a g a in s t  c a p i t a l i s t  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  as w el l  as f o r  b e t t e r  wages 

and working c o n d i t io n s  w i t h i n  the c a p i t a l i s t )  system.  

" C la s s is t  unionism", then,  t r i e s  to ob ta in  concrete  and 

immediate r e s u l t s  f o r  workers ,  but a lso  b e l ie v e s  t h a t  unions 

in B r a z i l  must a lso  quest ion  the systems of c o n tro l  in s id e  

the f a c t o r y  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  wealth  in the country  as a 

whole (Mercadante O l iv a  1 9 8 7 : 6 ) .

Advocates of  the s o - c a l l e d  "unionism of r e s u l t s "  on the  

o th er  hand, b e l ie v e  t h a t  unions should not be engaged in  

c o n te s t in g  the c a p i t a l i s t  system but should remain pragmatic  

and unal igned to  p a r ty  a f f i l i a t i o n s .  The leaders  o f  both CGTs 

p r i o r i t i s e  immediate economic gains over more p o l i t i c a l  and 

id e o lo g ic a l  quest ions and b e l ie v e  t h a t  th e re  should be a 

complete s e p a ra t io n  between these spheres. Soc ia l  issues  

should be l e f t  to  the s o c ia l  movements a t  la rge  and p o l i t i c a l  

issues to  the p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s .

From a c r i t i c a l  p o in t  o f  view, i t  is  q u i te  c l e a r  t h a t
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although th e r e  are  rea l  and s i g n i f i c a n t  p o l i t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  

between these two types o f  unionism, o ther  d i s t i n c t i o n s  are  

much more r h e t o r i c a l .  To say f o r  example, as the CGT leade rs  

do, t h a t  they favour  a type  o f  unionism o f  " r e s u l t s "  is  

almost a t a u t o lo g y ,  s ince  every union must " d e l i v e r "  some 

s o r t  o f  goods to  i t s  members. I t  is  im portant  to  understand  

the c o n te x t  in  which these p o s i t io n s  became p o l i t i c i s e d .  The 

r h e t o r i c  o f  the "unionism o f  r e s u l ts "  was born out o f  the  

"unidade s i n d i c a l "  group, which questioned the general  

s i t u a t i o n  o f  the  unions a f t e r  1986, when CUT’ s advocacy o f  a 

ra d ic a l  and d i r e c t  c lash  w i th  government had r e s u l te d  in  

small concrete  advances f o r  workers.

These two d i f f e r e n t  po in ts  o f  view w i t h in  organised  

labour have produced many b i t t e r  d isputes  which sometimes 

f in d  t h e i r  way onto the  s h o p - f lo o r .  The debates have 

continued in to  the 1990s, and were to  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  

accentuated when members o f  the "unionism o f  r e s u l ts "  were 

c a l le d  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  d i r e c t l y  in P re s id en t  C o l l a r ’ s new 

government. Th is  not on ly  undermined the CGT’ s r h e t o r i c  about  

the need to  separa te  unionism and p o l i t i c s ,  but c o n so l id a te d  

an almost i r r e p a r a b l e  s p l i t  between the "unionism o f  r e s u l t s "  

and " c l a s s i s t  unionism".

5 . 2 .  The New C o n s t i t u t i o n  o f  1988

I t  might be ac cura te  to  say t h a t  the f i r s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  

changes in the  labour code s ince i t s  c r e a t io n  in 1943
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occurred in the  d r a f t i n g  up a new B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  in 

1988 ( 5 0 ) .  In  t h i s  process the i n t e r e s t s  o f  the labour

movement were c e n t re d ,  among o th er  issues,  upon the a s s e r t io n  

o f  some form o f  jo b  s e c u r i t y ,  broader r i g h t s  to  s t r i k e ,  the  

r i g h t  to  s h o p - f lo o r  r e p re s e n ta t io n  and some form o f  autonomy 

from the s t a t e .

As i t  tu rned out ,  job  s e c u r i t y  to g e th e r  and the length  

o f  the p r e s i d e n t i a l  term became the most d i v i s i v e  issues in 

the C o n s t i tu e n t  Assembly between labour and c a p i t a l .  The jo b  

s e c u r i t y  proposal was de fea ted  and replaced w i th  an increase  

in FGTS b e n e f i t s .  Workers acquired some r ig h t s  which included  

the reduct ion  o f  the working week from 48 to  44 hours; 

p ro v is io n s  f o r  s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; the r i g h t  o f  

u n io n is a t io n  among p u b l ic  employees and a general r i g h t  to  

s t r i k e ,  s u b je c t  to  l a t e r  r e g u la t io n  by o rd in a ry  l e g i s l a t i o n  

(51 ) .

The CLT, the  basic  labour code, was rev is ed  in  a l l  the  

clauses which c o n f l i c t e d  w ith  the d is p o s i t io n s  of  the new 

C o n s t i t u t io n .  Two major axes o f  the former labour  system, -  

the  monopoly o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  and the union ta x  -  remained

50. Although i t  was an a s p i r a t i o n  o f  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  s ince the
beginning o f  the  1970’ s, the C o n s t i tu e n t  Assembly was only
se t  up in February 1987. The c o n s t i tu e n t s  were 559
p a r 1iamentary r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , of  which 487 were fe d e r a l  
de put ies  and 72 sen a to rs ,  23 o f  them e le c te d  in  1982. The
remaining MPs were e le c te d  in November 1986. The conclusion  
of the c o n s t i t u e n t ’ s work and the promulgat ion o f  a new 
C o n s t i t u t io n a l  t e x t  occurred in October 5 1988.

51. For two comprehensive analyses of  w o rk e rs ’ r ig h t s  and 
labour laws in r e l a t i o n  to  the new C o n s t i t u t io n ,  see n /a  "A 
Nova C o n s t i t u ic a o  S in d ic a l "  in Debate Si ndi cal . DESEP -  CUT, 
No. 9, October 1988 and Passos, E. "Os D i r e i t o s  S in d ic a is  na 
Nova C o n s t i tu iq a o "  in Cadernos da CUT. January 1989.
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in  the  new C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  main ly  as the r e s u l t  o f  the  wishes

o f  lea de rs  o f  the  labour movement.

Although the  labour movement has asser te d  "the r i g h t  of  

union o r g a n i s a t i o n " ,  independent ly  of  s t a t e  r e c o g n i t io n ,  t h i s  

r i g h t  is  l i m i t e d  by the ve to  over the e x is te n c e  o f  more than  

one union re p re s e n t in g  a c a t e g o r ia  in a common municipal  

a re a .  The C o n s t i t u t io n  t h e r e f o r e  c o n s o l id a te s  the unions

a l re a d y  in e x is te n c e  and leaves the c r e a t io n  o f  new unions,

f e d e r a t io n s  and co n fe d e ra t io n s  e i t h e r  to  the  acceptance of  

the  groups invo lv ed  in the c r e a t io n  of  these i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  or  

to  the d i s c r e t i o n  o f  a j u d i c i a l  dec is ion  in  the  Labour Court .  

As f o r  the union t a x ,  the p a r t  o r i g i n a l l y  dest ined  f o r  the  

M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour w i l l  now remain in the hands o f  unions.

In  m a in ta in in g  these two p r i n c i p l e s ,  labour movement 

argued t h a t  complete freedom o f  a s s o c ia t io n  and e l i m i n a t i o n  

of  the union ta x  would only  weaken the u n io n ’ s o r g a n is a t io n a l  

s t re n g th  and e l i m i n a t e  t h e i r  im portant  w e l fa r e  fu n c t io n s ,  and 

t h a t  the eventua l  outcome is  an ind isp ensab le  co n d i t io n  f o r  

the e s ta b l is h m e n t  o f  a r e l a t i v e  e q u i l ib r i u m  o f  power between 

c a p i t a l  and labour ( 5 2 ) .  The new C o n s t i t u t io n  has 

e l im in a te d  the  M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour ’ s powers to  a u th o r is e  the

52. Although CUT and CGT s t r o n g ly  d i f f e r  over many aspects o f  
the new C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  the labour movement has been un ited  
over e x c lu s iv e  r e p r e s e n t a t i  on and the union t a x .  For more 
d e t a i l s  on the  competing v is io n s  between CUT and CONCLAT, see 
M a rt ins  Rodrigues, L. op. c i t .  1981 page 33.

Some labour leaders  argued t h a t  i f  complete p lu r a l is m  a t  
t h a t  p o in t  in  t ime would have l e f t ,  on ly  th e  very strong  
unions w i th  a chance o f  s u r v i v a l .  As f o r  the  union tax  the  
M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour es t im ate d  t h a t  only 500 o f  the  4 ,5 00  
unions then e x i s t i n g  in B r a z i l  would be ab le  to  s u rv iv e  i t s  
a b o l i t i o n  o f  t h i s  ta x .  For d e t a i l s  see Roxborough, I .  op. 
c i t .  page 93.
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founding o f  unions, to  inspect  t h e i r  a d m in is t r a t io n ,  to  

suspend or e l i m i n a t e  union l e a d e r s h ip ’ s posts and to  

e r a d ic a te  unions by withdrawing former re c o g n i t io n .  Thus, 

unions now have much g r e a te r  power over t h e i r  d e s t i n i e s .  The 

union assembly was assigned sovereign power to  approve a 

u n io n ’ s s t a t u t e s ,  to  d e l i b e r a t e  on i n t e r n a l  o r g a n is a t io n ,  

f i n a n c i a l  l i f e ,  union e l e c t i o n s  and any d ism issa l  o f  leaders  

from top e x e c u t iv e  posts.

Although the  f i g u r e  o f  an " a r b i t r a t o r " was in troduced ,  

the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour has mainta ined i t s  power to  judge  

in d iv id u a l  and c o l l e c t i v e  d isputes between labour and 

capi t a l .

I f  one compares the present  s i t u a t i o n  w i th  the 1940s, i t  

is  c le a r  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  changes have taken p lace in the  

ro le  and p o l i t i c a l  weight o f  the union movement. Organised  

labour has s h i f t e d  from a p o s i t io n  of demands f o r  concessions  

to  the a s s e r t io n  of  basic  r i g h t s .  However, l a b o u r ’ s p o s i t io n  

today in regard to  the r ig h t s  granted by th e  new C o n s t i tu t io n  

is  c h a r a c t e r is e d  by some authors (Souza 1988 and M art ins  

Rodrigues 1981, 1990) as " n e o - c o r p o r a t i s t " . For Souza

(1 9 88 :3 )  unions have asserted  autonomy w i th o u t  abandoning 

the c o r p o r a t i s t  p r i n c i p l e s  which a u th o r is e  the unions to  ac t  

as e x c lu s iv e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  o f  t h e i r  c a t e g o r i a s . The author  

argues t h a t  the  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  i n t e r e s t s  is  s t i l l  regu la ted  

through e x c lu s iv e  re p re s e n ta t io n  although no more through  

s t a t e  i n t e r v e n t i o n .

M a r t in s  Rodrigues (1 9 9 0 :6 9 )  holds a s i m i l a r  view t h a t  

the new C o n s t i t u t io n  has produced " f l e x i b l e  c o rp o ra t is m " ,

169



i n t e r t w i n i n g  elements o f  a 1 i b e r a l -d e m o c r a t ic  conception -  

such as the r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  and autonomy of  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  

face  o f  the s t a t e  -  w i th  the maintenance of  conceptions o f  

a c o r p o r a t i s t  na ture  -  such as monopoly of  re p re s e n ta t io n  

and a v e r t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  of  o r g a n is a t io n .

Although I  hold a much more o p t i m i s t i c  view about the  

changes, th ere  can be l i t t l e  doubt about the te n s io n  t h a t  

t h i s  new i n s t i t u t i o n a l  arrangement w i l l  br ing  to  th e  labour  

movement in g e n e ra l ,  and i t  shows to  what e x t e n t  the  

c o n s t i t u t i o n  o f  a "new unionism" in B r a z i l  is  s t i l l  in the  

making. Since many o f  the  r i g h t s  granted by the C o n s t i t u t io n  

have on ly  been d e f in e d  in p r i n c i p l e ,  and re q u i re  o rd in a ry  

l e g i s l a t i o n  on, f o r  t h e i r  complete d e f i n i t i o n ,  such as the  

r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  f o r  example, the labour movement w i l l  s t i l l  

have to  f i g h t  over many c lauses of the new l e g i s l a t i o n .

6. Conclusion

This  chapter  has exp la ined  the general r u le s  which 

governed the i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  system from the  1930s to  

the 1980s and shown how the c o r p o r a t i s t  system sought to  

c o nta in  and co n tro l  organised labour in B r a z i l .  The 

c o r p o r a t i s t  system is  a p o l i t i c a l  model which c o n s t ra in s  

p o l i t i c a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  and does not a l lo w  f o r  f r e e  

p o l i t i c a l  co m pet i t ion  between d i f f e r e n t  c lass  i n t e r e s t s .  

Although the c o r p o r a t i s t  system re g u la te s  and c o n s t ra in s  the  

i n t e r e s t s  of a l l  groups in s o c ie ty ,  the c o r p o r a t i s t  c o n t ro ls  

were p r i m a r i l y  aimed in  B r a z i l  a t  c o n t r o l l i n g  organised
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1abou r .

The c o r p o r a t i s t  labour system was made up o f  the  

M in i s t r y  o f  Labour, the Labour Courts and the CLT Law. I t  

e s ta b l is h e d  labour  r ig h t s  and regu la ted  co n d i t io n s  o f  

employment o f  wage lab ou re rs .  This  system c o n s t i tu te d  the  

" B r a z i l i a n  way" o f  in c o rp o ra t in g  the w o rk in g -c la s s  in to  

s o c ie ty ,  namely, through the no n -exerc ise  of f u l l  p o l i t i c a l  

r ig h t s  and the l i m i t a t i o n  of  c i t i z e n s h i p  r ig h t s  to  r ig h t s  as 

wage la b o u re rs .  "Regulated c i t i z e n s h i p "  accentuated the  

e l i t i s t  t r a d i t i o n  in B r a z i l i a n  p o l i t i c s  by l i m i t i n g  la b o u r ’ s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  to  a system regu la te d  by the s t a t e .

The p o p u l is t  union movement o f  the  1960s saw massive 

labour demonstra t ions and s t r i k e s  and a change in the p a t te r n  

of co ns t ra ined  union a c t i v i t y .  P o p u l is t  union leaders  were 

able to  advance, to  some e x t e n t ,  the le v e l  of  in f lu e n c e  o f  

organised labour  over government, but operated as p a r a l l e l  

o rg a n is a t io n s  to  the labour code and did not a t tem pt  to  a l t e r  

the c o r p o r a t i s t  arrangement.

When the m i l i t a r y  staged a coup in 1964 i t  d id  not have 

to  develop a new re p re s s iv e  system but merely enforced the  

re p res s iv e  laws a l re a d y  conta ined in  the  labour code.

The emergence o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement a t  the end 

of  the 1970s produced complete lega l  tu rm o i l  and chal lenged  

the very l e g i t im a c y  o f  the labour system. Making use o f  the  

l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  process underway in the country ,  the  s t r i k e s ,  

the b i r t h  o f  new and a u th e n t ic  leaders  and the emergence o f  

autonomous co n fe d e ra t io n s  of  workers,  a l l  asser ted  the  

le g i t im a c y  o f  w o rk e rs ’ r ig h t s  to  organise  and m o b i l is e
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autonomously from the s t a t e .  Although i n i t i a l l y  o p e ra t in g  

w i t h in  the  e x i s t i n g  union s t r u c t u r e ,  the "new u n io n is t"  

movement questioned t h a t  s t r u c t u r e  and sought to  change i t .

The f u r t h e r  democrat i s a t i  on of  the country  and the  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  a more m i l i t a n t  and a s s e r t i v e  labour  

movement brought s p l i t s  and p o l i t i c a l  d i v is io n s  between 

labour groups. "Unionism o f  re s u l ts "  which p r i o r i t i s e s  

c o n f r o n ta t io n  w i th  employers over "bread and b u t te r "  r i g h t s  

of  lab ou r ,  has favoured o f  n e g o t ia t io n s  w ith  government and 

has more r e c e n t ly  been co-opted by i t  in i t s  va r io us  a t tem pts  

to  draw up a s o c i a l  p a c t .  " C la s s is t  unionism" has r e c u r r e n t l y  

pursued c o n f r o n ta t io n  w i th  employers and government and has 

s t ro n g ly  argued f o r  r a d ic a l  changes in the labour code.

D esp ite  the many problems of  re p re s e n ta t io n  and 

p o l i t i c a l  c l i e n t e l i s m  in the B r a z i l i a n  Congress, the  New 

C o n s t i t u t io n  o f  1988 a l lowed f o r  an i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

rearrangement o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system. Although the  new 

C o n s t i t u t io n  in vo lves  two major aspects of c o n t i n u i t y  w i th  

the former system -  the  maintenance of  the union tax  and the  

p r i n c i p l e  o f  monopoly o f  re p re s e n ta t io n  -  i t  a lso  removes the  

power held by the M i n i s t r y  of  Labour over the unions and 

l e g i t i m a t e s  the s t a tu s  of  autonomy of  the unions from the  

s t a t e .  In  a concomitant process, sec t ions  of  the  w ork ing-  

c lass have organised in a p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  f o r  the f i r s t  t im e  

in B r a z i l i a n  h i s t o r y  -  the PT -  w h i le  o ther  s o c ia l  movements 

have continued to  press f o r  the  expansion of  c i t i z e n s h i p  

r ig h ts  through g ra s s - ro o ts  o rg a n is a t io n s .

While  the g r e a t e r  power o f  organised labour is  changing

1 72



the p re v io u s ly  l i m i t e d  in c o r p o ra t io n  o f  the w o rk in g -c la s s  in  

B r a z i l i a n  p o l i t i c s ,  the  new form o f  unionism has a lso  

produced new types o f  problems. Th is  leads us to  the  core  

chapters  of  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  where the "dilemmas" o f  the  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement w i l l  be analysed through the case study of  

the  V o l t a  Redonda s t e e l  w o rk e rs .
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CHAPTER 3

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL STEEL COMPANY, ITS  ROLE IN

THE BRAZILIAN ECONOMY AND ITS EMPLOYMENT POLICIES

This  ch apter  o u t l i n e s  the general c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the  

N at iona l  S tee l  Company, present ing  the necessary background 

on i t s  h i s t o r y  o f  and showing how the company was o r i g i n a l l y  

crea ted  as a company-town. Company housing f o r  workers was 

accompanied by an ex te n s iv e  w e l fa re  system as w el l  as a 

s t ro n g ly  p a t e r n a l i s t  manageria l p o l ic y  towards the  w orkforce .  

The f i r s t  s e c t io n  o f  the  chapter  d is t in g u is h e s  between t h i s  

e a r l i e r  model, when the  i d e n t i t y  o f  " f i r s t  generat ion"  

workers was c l o s e l y  l in k e d  w ith  the company’ s h i s t o r y ,  and 

the present  s i t u a t i o n  where s te e lw o rke rs  i d e n t i f y  themselves  

as metal w o rk e rs , w i th  strong l in k s  w i th  o th e r  w o rk in g -c las s  

groups throughout th e  country .

This  chapter  shows how the N at iona l  S tee l  Company was 

the  f i r s t  s ta te -owned in te g ra t e d  s te e l  p l a n t  in the  country .  

I t  discusses the  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  p o s i t io n  o f  a p rod uc t ive  

state-owned company w i t h i n  the B r a z i l i a n  c a p i t a l i s t  economy: 

although p ro d u c t iv e  state-owned companies are  as c a p i t a l i s t  

as any o th e r  and tend to  seek increased r a t i o n a l i t y  and 

p r o d u c t i v i t y ,  the  p r o f i t a b i l i t y  o f  these companies has been 

undermined by the  f a c t  t h a t  they have been used, by 

successive governments,  as instruments o f  macro-economic 

p o l ic y .  The ch apter  then discusses why the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  

Company has been p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f f e c t e d  by t h i s  basic
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" s t r u c t u r a l  c o n t r a d ic t i o n " .

F i n a l l y ,  the t h i r d  s e c t io n  o f  the  ch apter  o u t l i n e s  the  

general  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the company’ s employment p o l i c i e s  

in the  1970s and presents th e  u n d e r ly ing  issues which 

generated c o n f l i c t  between managers and s t e e l  w o rkers , before  

the emergence o f  the "new u n io n is t "  movement in s id e  the  

company. Although in the 1970s the company no longer granted  

many o f  the  w e l fa r e  b e n e f i t s  or  company housing, two elements  

of  the past  " p a t e r n a l i s t "  r e l a t i o n s h i p  surv ived  in to  the  

1970s and were the basis  o f  the  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  o f  the  

p e r io d .  The company implemented fo u r  d i f f e r e n t  expansion  

programmes and sought r a t i o n a l i s i n g  p o l i c i e s  to  increase  

p r o f i t a b i l i t y .  Yet manageria l p o l i c i e s  in  the  1970s were 

s t i l l  s t r o n g ly  d ic ta t e d  by a system o f  re c r u i t m e n t ,  promotion  

and p l a n t - l e v e l  d i s c i p l i n e  in  which u n f a i r  procedures and 

management d i s c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  workers were common 

p r a c t i  c e .

Th is  chapter  presents  the  necessary background 

in fo rm a t io n  f o r  the a n a ly s is  on the  "new u n io n is t"  movement 

which emerged in s id e  the  s t e e l  p l a n t  in  1979.

1. The C re a t io n  o f  th e  N a t io n a l  S te e l  Company and the  

"Company Town Days”

1 .1 .  G e t u l io  V argas ’ P r o je c t  o f  N a t io n a l  Economic Development

The N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company (CSN), the  f i r s t  f l a t  s te e l  

i n te g ra te d  p l a n t  in B r a z i l ,  was i n i t i a t e d  as a p r o j e c t  in
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1941 and s t a r t e d  producing i t s  f i r s t  s t e e l  outputs  in  1946. 

The c r e a t i o n  o f  the company, under th e  G e t u l io  Vargas 

government, was p a r t  o f  a strong n a t i o n a l i s t  p o l ic y  which 

held t h a t  the  country  should develop i t s  i n d u s t r i a l  park and 

become independent o f  f o r e ig n  economic in f lu e n c e s .

M i l i t a r y  o f f i c i a l s  had a strong hand in  t h i s  p o l ic y  by 

l i n k i n g  th e  process of  autonomous i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  w ith  the  

idea o f  n a t io n a l  power, in t e r n a l  s e c u r i t y  and s t r a t e g i c  

defence. W ith in  t h i s  framework, s te e l  was th e  very symbol o f  

i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  and an issue ,  in debates and s tu d ie s ,  s ince  

the beginnings o f  Vargas ’ government (1 )

As emphasised by O l i v e i r a  (1 9 7 2 ) ,  th e  space f o r  na t io n a l  

economic expansion in B r a z i l  was opened by the  1929 world  

recession and the c r i s i s  o f  the form er  p a t te rn  of  

accumulat ion. The Second World War and th e  c lo s in g  down o f  

fo re ig n  markets gave Vargas and n a t io n a l  c a p i t a l  a f u r t h e r  

impetus in  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .

Th is  n a t io n a l  economic p o l ic y  in augurated  a per iod  of  

rapid  i n d u s t r i a l  growth through an i n c i p i e n t  process of  

i m p o r t - s u b s t i t u t i o n , w i th  an emphasis on the v e r t i c a l  

in t e g r a t i o n  o f  B r a z i l ’ s i n d u s t r i a l  complex. W ith in  t h i s  

c o n te x t ,  s t e e l , more than any o th er  product ,  became a 

s t r a t e g i c  issue f o r  the government as w e l l  as f o r  m i l i t a r y

1. On the  m i l i t a r y ’ s s i g n i f i c a n t  r o le  in  the process o f  
c re a t io n  o f  th e  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, see Evans, P. 
Dependent Development. The A l l i a n c e  o f  M u l t i n a t i o n a l .  S ta te  
and Local C a p i t a l  in  B r a z i l . 1979 pages 190-192 .
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ci  r c l e s  ( 2 ) .

By the t im e  the  Nat iona l  Stee l  Company a c t u a l l y  went 

in to  o p e r a t io n ,  in  1946, B ra z i l  had e leven s t e e l  companies 

w ith  technology t o  r o l l  s t e e l .  However, they were mainly  

small in  s c a le  and did  not respond to  the s t e e l  demand o f  the  

period  ( 3 ) .  W i th o u t  a rap id  s o lu t io n ,  the  country  would see 

e i t h e r  a s t r a n g u l a t i o n  o f  i t s  development or s e r io u s  ba lance-  

of-payments problem brought on by imports f o r  i t s  growing 

s te e l  consumption. I t  became in c re a s in g ly  c l e a r  to  government 

c i r c l e s  t h a t  a coun try  s t r i v i n g  to  become an i n d u s t r i a l i s e d  

nat ion  needed a c a p i t a l  goods in d u s t ry  such as s t e e l ,  

producing in  and f o r  the  country ( 4 ) .

In  1943, Vargas was able  to  o b ta in  $20 m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  

in c r e d i t  from the  Un ited  S tates  to  f in a n c e  the purchase of  

equipment and th e  c o n s t ru c t io n  of  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. 

The equipment came from the American A r thu r  Mckee company and 

according to  Baer ( 1 9 6 9 :1 6 6 ) ,  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company 

s t a r t e d  i t s  p ro d u c t io n  process w i th  the  most up to  date  

technology a t  th e  t im e .

The f i n a l  d e c is io n s  concerning B r a z i l ’ s big in te g ra t e d

2. At the  beginning o f  1940, around 70 pe rcent  o f  a l l  the  
r o l l e d  s t e e l  consumed in B ra z i l  was imported.  For more 
d e t a i l s  see Baer, W. The Development o f  the  B r a z i l i a n  Stee l  
I n d u s t r y . 1969 page 64.

3. The l a r g e s t  and most important s te e l  company a t  the  time  
was the Companhia S id e ru rg ic a  Belgo M in e i r a .  For a 
c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  o f  th e  s te e l  in dus try  in  B r a z i l  be fo re  the  
c re a t io n  o f  th e  N a t io n a l  Steel  Company see Baer, W. The 
Development o f  the  B r a z i l i a n  Steel  I n d u s t r y . 1969.

4. For a s tandard  account o f  the process o f  n e g o t ia t io n  w ith  
the US government and the  process o f  c r e a t io n  o f  the  CSN see 
Ianni , 0. 1977. Estado e PI ane.iamento no B r a s i l : Baer, W. op. 
c i t .  and Evans, P. op. c i t .
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stee lw orks  -  dec is ions  on technology,  lo c a t io n  and many o ther  

issues ,  were a l l  resolved by c e n t r a l  government in a 

conjuncture  o f  g re a t  p o l i t i c a l  c e n t r a l i s a t i o n .  As Morel 

(1 9 8 9 :1 8 )  has po inted  ou t ,  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company was the  

"daughter" o f  the Estado Novo, the a u t h o r i t a r i a n  regime 

inaugurated in 1937 by Vargas. With the  Congress c losed,  the  

media under censorship and the  p o l i t i c a l  op pos it ion  s u b je c t  

to  repress io n ,  Vargas, the m i l i t a r y  and te c h n ic a l  ad v is ers  

were ab le  to  make dec is ions  d e s p i te  th e  opposing ideas o f  

other  p o l i t i c a l  groups.

1 . 2 .  The N a tio n a l S te e l Company in  th e  "Company Town" Days

The N at iona l  S tee l  Company was lo ca te d  in V o l t a  Redonda, 

in the Parafba V a l l e y ,  s i t u a t e d  in  th e  s t a t e  o f  Rio de 

J a n e i ro .  I t  was b u i l t  beside the  Para iba  so as to  make use of  

the r i v e r  water  in  i t s  product ion  process. A ra i lw a y  system 

was b u i l t  l i n k i n g  the company w ith  th e  p o r t  o f  Rio de 

J a n e iro .  The company was a ls o  r e l a t i v e l y  c lose to  the  two 

other  major markets in the co un try ,  Sao Paulo and Minas 

Gerai s .

V o l ta  Redonda d iv id e s  i t s  borders w ith  th re e  o ther  

munici^pios. namely Barra  Mansa, P i r a i  and Barra  do P i r a i ,  and 

is  c lose to  Resende. Since 1937 two i ro n  and s t e e l  companies 

had se t  up in the reg ion  -  the  Companhia M e ta lu rg ic a  Barbara  

and the S id e ru rg ic a  Barra  Mansa, both in  Barra  Mansa. They 

were small companies a t  the t im e and employed a reduced 

number of  workers (Morel 1 9 8 9 :5 1 ) .  V o l ta  Redonda was
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com plete ly  r u r a l , and the  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  a l a r g e ,  

econom ica l ly  im p o r ta n t  company re s u l te d  in  a complete  

t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  th e  reg io n .

The c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  the  Nat iona l  S tee l  Company s t a r t e d

in 1942, by which t im e  i t  was employing around 6 ,0 00  workers

on the b u i ld in g  s i t e s  o f  the  p la n t  and the town. By A p r i l

1946 the p l a n t  was p a r t i a l l y  ready and the product ion  o f  coke 

was i n i t i a t e d .  June o f  t h a t  year saw the f i r s t  " s te e l  run" 

( c o r r  i da do a<?o) .

The company was b u i l t  on an " a u ta rc h ic  model",  t y p i c a l  

o f  m o n o - in d u s tr ia l  towns. Because i t  was to  be lo ca te d  in a 

p re v io u s ly  r u r a l  a re a ,  the co n s t ru c t io n  o f  the  company was 

accompanied by the  c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  a town. The in t e g r a t e d  

s te e l  p l a n t ,  named a f t e r  G e t u l io  Vargas, was b u i l t  to g e th e r  

w ith  company housing f o r  i t s  blue and w h i t e - c o l l a r  w ork force .  

This  company-town model, w ith  i t s  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  o f  

s a n i t a t i o n ,  a h o s p i t a l ,  and so on, was accompanied by a 

p a t e r n a l i s t  form o f  management. The p a t e r n a l i s t i c  form of  

workforce management marked by an e x te n s iv e  w e l f a r e  system 

and co erc ive  manageria l  p o l i c i e s  ( 5 ) .  At t h i s  t im e t h e r e  was

5. According to  th e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  what c h a r a c t e r is e s  the  
company-town model i s  a p a r t i c u l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between owner 
and/or  management and workers where the w o rkers ’ l i f e  o u ts id e  
the f a c t o r y  is  a ls o  re g u la te d  by c a p i t a l .  The supply o f  
housing by the company l i n k s  the worker in a p a r t i c u l a r l y  
subord inate  way. Management can th re a te n  the  worker w i th  the  
loss of  housing f a c i l i t i e s  in the event o f  i n d i s c i p l i n e ,  
re s is ta n c e  or  c l e a r - c u t  m i l i t a n c y .  For more d e t a i l s  on the  
idea o f  the  company-town as a concept o f  w orkforce  
management, see L e i t e  Lopes, J. "Fabr ica  e V i l a  O p era r ia"  in  
Mudancpa Soc ia l  no N o r d e s te . 1 979 and O l i v e i r a ,  S. "Notas 
Sobre o Tema " V i la s  O p e r a r i a s " . 1984.

In  B r a z i l  th e r e  had been some s i g n i f i c a n t  i n d u s t r i a l  
experiments w i th  th e  company-town model s ince th e  n in e te e n th  
centu ry .  These company-towns could be found e s p e c i a l l y  among
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almost no b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  w o rkers ’ r i g h t s  and d u t ie s  and 

very small numbers o f  medium lev e l  management. The 

o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work on th e  s h o p - f lo o r ,  as w el l  as the  r i g h t s  

and d u t ie s  o f  workers,  were g e n e r a l ly  decided on a personal  

and d i r e c t  basis  by management ( 6 ) .

The implementat ion o f  a company-town model by the  

company was designed not on ly  to  c re a te  th e  necessary i n f r a 

s t r u c t u r e  in the  a rea ,  but  a ls o  to  generate  a lo ca l  labour  

market and a low t u r n - o v e r  o f  workers ( 7 ) .  Moreover,  the

t e x t i l e  in d u s t r ie s ,  lo c a te d  in  r u r a l  a reas ,  where water  could  
serve as a power resource.  In  the  1940s th e r e  were two o th e r  
cases o f  state-owned company-towns besides V o l t a  Redonda: the  
Fa br ica  Nacional de Motores in  P e t r o p o l is ,  Rio de J a n e i ro ,  
and the Companhia Vale  do Rio Doce in I t a b i r a  Minas G e ra is .  
For more d e t a i l s  see Ramalho, J. Estado Patrao  e Luta  
Q p era r ia .  0 Caso FNM. 1989 and Miyano, C. Os Homens de F e r r o . 
1986.

6. According to  P e r r o t ,  a p a t e r n a l i s t  system o f  workforce  
management a p p l ie s  when 1) th e r e  is  a v i s i b l e  and phys ica l  
presence of  the owner or  top managers a t  the workplace;  2)  
work r e l a t i o n s  are  conceived according to  a fa m i ly  model, the  
boss is  associated  w i th  th e  f i g u r e  of  the f a t h e r  and th e r e  is  
the p rov is io n  f o r  some form o f  w e l fa r e ;  and 3) when th e r e  is  
some form o f  acquiescence from the workforce .  See P e r r o t ,  M. 
"The Three Ages of  I n d u s t r i a l  D is c i p l i n e  in  N ine tee n th  
Century France". 1979 page 154. For d e t a i l s  on p a t e r n a l i s t  
forms of  management in  19th cen tu ry  England where th e re  was 
a strong t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h i s  labour fo rc e  p o l i c y  and i t s  
changing p a t te rn s  a f t e r  1914, see L i t t l e r ,  C . , Chapter 7 in  
The Development o f  the  Labour Process in  C a p i t a l i s t  
S o c i e t i e s . 1982. For a d iscussion on p a te rn a l is m  in  
contemporary Japan, see H i r a t a ,  H. "T raba lho,  F a m i l ia  e 
Relacoes Homem/Mulher. R e f lexoes  a P a r t i r  do Caso Japones" in  
R ev is ta  B r a s i l e i r a  de C ie n c ia s  S o c i a i s . No. 2, V o l .  1, Oct.  
1986.

7. This was not an o r i g i n a l  p o l i c y  and seems to  have occurred  
in o ther  s te e l  companies in  th e  past .  The need to  r e t a i n  a 
c e r t a in  group o f  s k i l l e d  w orkforce  f o r  the  product ion  and 
maintenance se cto rs  is  a s t rong  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  product ion  
in process i n d u s t r i e s .  "P aterna l ism " was a ls o  found w i t h i n  
French metal l u r g i c  towns as w el l  as in  the US S tee l  
Corpora t ion .  In  B r a z i l ,  th e  Belgo M in e i ra  S tee l  Company a lso  
had a p a t e r n a l i s t i c  manager ia l  p o l ic y .  On the American and
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management’ s labour  p o l ic y  aimed a t  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  a 

d i s c i p l i n e d  and t r a i n e d  w ork force .  Among the men who came to  

work in  the  company many were "green labour"  w i th  no prev ious  

i n d u s t r i a l  ex per ie nce ;  w h i le  o f  the o th e r s ,  ve ry  few had 

i n d u s t r i a l  exper ience  or  any knowledge o f  the s te e l -m a k in g  

process ( 8 ) .  During t h i s  i n i t i a l  p e r io d ,  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  

Company was the  major employer in the area  as w e l l  as the  

" lo c a l  government" o f  V o l t a  Redonda, w i th  even i t s  own 

m i l i t i a  o f  armed men.

In  the  1940s, the  N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company was th e  l a r g e s t  

i n d u s t r i a l  town in  the  co un try .  The r e l a t i v e l y  h ig h e r  wages 

and the  w e l fa r e  p r o v is io n s  granted by the  company were a 

major e lement in a t t r a c t i n g  o f  workers to  the a re a .  As news 

about the  company spread,  many unemployed men from a l l  

q u a r te r s ,  came to  the  town in  search o f  work and a b r i g h t e r
f

f u t u r e .  These men c a l l e d  themselves and were known as "Arigo"  

-  in re fe re n c e  to  a type  o f  b i r d  which m igra tes  and does not

French cases see f o r  example Stone, K. "The O r ig in s  o f  Job 
S t r u c t u r e  in  the S tee l  In d u s t r y " .  1973, and Pincon, M. 
D esarro is  O u v r i e r . 1987. On th e  Belgo M in e i r a  p l a n t  see Sor j  , 
B. The Formation o f  Ideo logy  Amongst th e  B r a z i l i a n  
Stee l  w o rk e rs . 1979, and "0 Processo de T raba lho  Como
Domi nacao" . 1981.

8. There are  few re fe re n c e s  in  the l i t e r a t u r e  t o  th e  f i r s t  
ge nera t ion  workers.  Baer has descr ibed them as "green labour"  
since "the a v a i l a b l e  workers had never be fore  worked w i th  
i n d u s t r i a l  machinery".  Another re fe re n ce  can be found in  a 
SENAI r e p o r t  which s t a t e d  t h a t  the  m a jo r i t y  o f  th e  workforce  
in the i ro n  and s t e e l  in d u s t ry  in  the 1930s was u n s k i l l e d ,  
com plete ly  or  p a r t i a l l y  i l l i t e r a t e ,  and came from th e  pr imary  
s e c to r .  See Baer, op. c i t .  page 77 and SENAI Report  "A Mao de 
Obra na I n d u s t r i a  S i d e r u r g i c a " . 1976 page 25.
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re tu rn  t o  i t s  l o c a l i t y  of  o r i g i n  ( 9 ) .  These workers were 

committed to  the  mystique o f  the f i r s t  n a t io n a l  s t e e l  p la n t  

in  the co u n try .  S ince,  as f a r  as the da ta  shows, these  

workers had no prev ious i n d u s t r i a l  i d e n t i t y  be fo re  e n te r in g  

the p l a n t ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  suggest t h a t  t h e i r  p ro fe s s io n a l  

p r id e  and personal h is t o r y  were interwoven w i th  the  h i s t o r y  

o f  the company ( 1 0 ) .  As a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s ,  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  

was s t r o n g l y  l in k e d  w ith  the idea  o f  being a worker in a 

sta te -owned company ra th e r  than a s te e lw o rk e r  per se ( 1 1 ) .

The government and management p u b l ic is e d  the  N a t iona l  

Stee l  Company to  the  r e s t  o f  the  country  as an "exemplary"  

i n d u s t r i a l  town which produced not only  s t e e l  but a new type  

of  worker as w e l l .  Under the  c o r p o r a t i s t  and p a t e r n a l i s t  

i d e a ls  o f  the  t im e ,  the myth o f  a " s te e l  f a m i ly "  was c rea ted  

and used by company management in  i t s  d iscourse  to  i t s  

w orkforce .  There were f re q u e n t  in v o c a t io n s  o f  the s p i r i t  o f  

union and coopera t ion  t h a t  should e x i s t  between a l l  those  

engaged in  the "n a t io n a l  dream" o f  producing s t e e l  f o r  the  

c o u n t r y .

The p a t e r n a l i s t  manageria l p o l ic y  was p resen t  in  the  

re c r u i t m e n t ,  t r a i n i n g  and payment o f  i t s  w o rk fo rce ,  as wel l

9. For more d e t a i l s  on the  process o f  s e t t le m e n t  and e a r ly  
days a t  th e  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company see "A r igo ,  o passaro que 
v e io  de longe" in  R e v is ta  do Centro de MemoVia S i n d i c a l . 
1989.

10. See note number 8 on the da ta  a v a i l a b l e  about the  men who 
came to  work a t  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company in  the  e a r l y  days.

11. For a f u r t h e r  development o f  t h i s  argument based on a 
g re a t  deal o f  f i r s t  hand da ta ,  see More l ,  R. A Ferro  e Fogo. 
Construcao e C r is e  da F a m i l ia  S i d e r u r g i c a . PhD T h es is .  1989 
e s p e c i a l l y  pages 44 2 -4 5 2 .
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as in  the  p o l ic y  of  in c e n t iv e s  and promotions ( 1 2 ) .  In  

r e l a t i o n  to  re c ru i tm e n t ,  the company le g i t im a t e d  a system 

which gave in c e n t iv e s  to  o ther  members o f  the w o rke rs 7 

f a m i l y .  Th is  not only made sen ior  workers respons ib le  to  the  

company f o r  the new worker they r e f e r r e d ,  but a lso  r e in fo rc e d  

the idea  o f  a " s te e l  f a m i l y " .  T ra in in g  o f  the  workforce took  

place e i t h e r  on an in formal  o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  basis or as 

formal t r a i n i n g  o f  s k i l l e d  workers a t  the  company’ s Technica l  

School, the  only  such p lace  a v a i l a b l e  to  them a t  the t im e .  

This was a source o f  c o n f l i c t  between workers ,  s ince entrance  

was l i m i t e d  to  a small number of cand idates  and because the  

best housing and c a re er  prospects were r e s t r i c t e d  to  s k i l l e d  

w o rk e rs .

Thus, a marked c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the per iod was a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between workers on the basis  o f  

s k i l l .  According to  Morel (1 9 8 9 :1 6 9 -1 7 0 )  and Pimenta  

( 1 9 8 9 :1 0 9 ) ,  t h i s  was consciously  s t im u la te d  by management and 

the system o f  payment, in c e n t iv e s  and promotion f u r t h e r  

accentuated the s k i l l  d i f f e r e n t i a l s .

In  general the wage p o l ic y  exceeded the n a t io n a l  le v e l  

of  the p e r io d ,  w h i le  m a in ta in in g  a c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

wages the s k i l l e d  and the less s k i l l e d ,  as an a d d i t io n a l  

i n c e n t iv e  f o r  the  former to  remain in  the  company.

The system o f  in c e n t iv e s  and promotion was designed to  

reward s e n i o r i t y  and d i l i g e n c e  and to  r e i n f o r c e  the idea t h a t

12. For g r e a te r  d e t a i l s  on the p a t e r n a l i s t  p o l i c i e s  of  
re c ru i tm e n t ,  t r a i n i n g  and payment see M ore l ,  R. op. c i t .  and 
Pimenta, S. A E s tra te 'g ia  da Gestao: Fabricando Aco e
Construindo Homens. 0 Caso daCompanhia S id e ru rg ic a  N a c io n a l . 
1989.
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these  s te e lw o rk ers  were p r i v i l e g e d  to  enjoy the e x t r a  wage 

b e n e f i t s .  In  1948 the company s t a r t e d  g ra n t in g  workers a 

share in  p r o f i t s ,  p o p u la r ly  known as " g i r a f f e " ,  which e x is t s  

w ith  a d i f f e r e n t  s t r u c t u r e ,  up to  the present  day. Those paid  

on a core basis  were excluded from t h i s  system.

The "benefactor"  image o f  the  company c o -e x is te d  w i th  a 

t i g h t  and repres s iv e  manageria l c o n tro l  over the  workforce,  

i l l u s t r a t e d  in the almost u n l im i te d  d i s c i p l i n a r y  power o f  the  

foremen and the d i r e c t  s u p e r io rs  on the s h o p - f lo o r .  Workers 

could be c a l le d  to  duty from home whenever management thought  

i t  necessary and the workers had to  make the best o f  the  

ex trem ely  harsh working c o n d i t io n s  a t  the p l a n t .  

N e v e r th e les s ,  a mystique o f  company "g ene ros i ty"  was b u i l t  up 

during  the 1940s, based on th e  w e l fa r e  b e n e f i t s ,  h igher  wages 

and bonuses.

Although i t  has been po in ted  out by Morel and Pimenta 

t h a t  workers were not passive r e c i p i e n t s  of  such a p o l i c y ,  

th e  p a t e r n a l i s t - c o r p o r a t i s t  type o f  management r e in f o r c in g  a 

n a t io n -w id e  s p i r i t  o f  c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s ,  can account f o r  

the  absence of s t r i k e s  an d /o r  r a d ic a l  m i l i t a n t  a c t io n  among 

th e  workforce.

W ith in  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  c o n te x t ,  the  Metal w o rke rs ’ Union 

o f  V o l t a  Redonda was c rea te d  in  1946, under the in f lu e n c e  o f  

" c o r p o r a t i s t  unionism". Indeed, the union was a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  

o f  Vargas ’ massive campaign f o r  u n io n is a t io n  a f t e r  1943 and 

was most welcomed by government and managers (Ve iga  and 

Fonseca 1990:15-20 and Centro de Memoria S in d ic a l  1989:37-  

3 9 ) .  The union was born w i th  the  c h a ra c te r  i s t i  cs o f  a
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"company-union", s ince  i t s  base a t  the  t ime was composed 

almost e x c l u s i v e l y  o f  the  company’ s manual workforce and the  

small number of  employees from the two e x i s t i n g  f i r m s ,  the  

Barbara and S tee l  Barra  Mansa.

The fundamental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  w o rk e rs ’ d isputes  and 

demands in  the per io d  was the s t ru g g le  to  fo rc e  the company 

to  recognise or extend the r i g h t s  granted to  workers by the  

CLT Law. Issues such as the e ig h t -h o u r  working day ( a r t i c l e  

58 -  CLT); paid breaks in s id e  the p l a n t  ( a r t i c l e  71 -  CLT) 

and the r e c o g n i t io n  o f  dangerous and unhealthy working 

environments ( a r t i c l e s  189 and 277 -  CLT) were areas o f

c o n f l i c t  between management and the s t e e lw o r k e r s ’ union.  

These u n io n - le d  s t ru g g le s  changed the s te e lw o r k e r s ’ 

pe rcep t ion  o f  the  union as an e x te rn a l  and a r t i f i c i a l l y  

c rea ted  i n s t i t u t i o n  and re s u l te d  in i t s  being recognised as 

t h e i r  l e g i t i m a t e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  ( 1 3 ) .

As s t ressed  by Morel ( 1 9 8 9 :3 3 7 ) ,  a l though the company 

operated an e x te n s iv e  w e l fa r e  system, the company acted many 

times as i f  i t  was "above" the labour laws. Workers’ demands 

over the r e c o g n i t io n  or  ex tens ion  o f  CLT r ig h ts  by the  

company, may be in t e r p r e t e d  as an unintended consequence of

13. There is  an e lement o f  c o n te n t ion  in  the l i t e r a t u r e  in  
r e l a t i o n  to  the ex ac t  t ime t h a t  the  s tee lw ork ers  s t a r t e d  
pres en t ing  p l a n t  wide gr ievances  and demands to  management. 
For M ore l ,  the per io d  s t a r t e d  in 1952 when th e re  was a 
deepening o f  i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t s  l in k e d  to  w o rkers ’ gr ievances  
over the company’ s non r e c o g n i t io n  o f  some CLT r e g u la t io n s  
and the  response to  changes in  work o r g a n is a t io n .  In  c o n t ra s t  
f o r  Pimenta, the per io d  o f  g r e a te r  c o n f l i c t  began in  1957, 
when the Metal workers ’ Union did not s ign the  Annual Work 
C on trac t  f o r  the s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  the Company. The "agenda of  
demands" was taken to  th e  Labour Court  to  be judged. For more 
in fo rm a t io n  on these issues see M ore l ,  op. c i t .  pages 294, 
334 and 337 and Pimenta op. c i t .  page 258.
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the  c o r p o r a t i s t  p o l i t i c s  o f  the p e r io d .  That i s ,  a l though  

corpora t ism  played down m i l i t a n c y  and a c t iv is m ,  the Labour 

Code was not on ly  a concession by government but a ls o  

enshrined the  very  idea o f  " r i g h t s " ,  a base upon which 

not ions  o f  j u s t i c e  and f a i r n e s s  could be developed by 

workers .  At the same t im e ,  however, corporat ism  l i m i t e d  the  

p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  workers to  c r e a te  t h e i r  own agenda o f  r i g h t s  

and demands, s ince  t h e i r  o r g a n is a t io n  was not autonomous from 

the  s t a t e  ( 1 4 ) .

The i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  c rea ted  by the Nat iona l  S tee l  Company

and the c r e a t io n  o f  a labour  market in the area  were an

element of  a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  small and medium s ized  in d u s t r i e s  

connected to  m e ta l lu r g y .  Th is  in tu rn  drew many workers from  

nearby regions and s t a t e s .  From the 1950s onwards V o l t a  

Redonda became a major pole o f  labour a t t r a c t i o n  in  the  

re g ion ,  w ith  a c y c l i c a l  wave of  m ig ra t io n .  According to

sources, the town’ s p o p u la t io n  grew by 146%, from 1950 to

1960 ( 1 5 ) .

In  1954 V o l t a  Redonda was given independent s ta tu s  as

14. This dilemma o f  co rpora t ism  has a lso been made by 
C a ld e i r a  and Pessanha. Both authors suggest t h a t  the  
p o l i t i c a l  s o c i a l i s a t i o n  o f  th e  f i r s t  generat ion  o f  B r a z i l i a n  
s te e lw o rke rs  during Vargas years o f  c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  
c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s ,  r e s u l te d  in a strong p e rc e p t io n  by 
workers o f  t h e i r  " labour  r i g h t s ” . On the other  hand, however, 
these c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s  helped to  produce a more 
acquiescent and less p o l i t i c a l l y  m i l i t a n t  w o rk in g -c la s s  than  
more recent  ge nera t ion  o f  workers because the former d id  not  
develop autonomous forms of  o r g a n is a t io n  from the s t a t e .  For 
more d e t a i l s  see C a l d e i r a ,  T. "As Imagens do Poder no Saber 
Popular" 1975, and Pessanha, E. Vida O p erar ia  e P o l f t i c a .  Os 
Trabalhadores da Construcao Naval de N i t e r o i .  1985.-------------------------------------------- j-----------------------------------

15. Source: IPPU -  I n s t i t u t o  de Pesquisas e Planejamento
Urbano de V o l t a  Redonda. 1983 page 10.
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a m unic ip io  w ith  the r i g h t  to  have i t s  own lo ca l  government,  

and to  e l e c t  a mayor and a l e g i s l a t i v e  assembly. This  

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and p o l i t i c a l  emancipation o f  V o l t a  Redonda 

from Barra Mansa expressed the  immense growth and development  

of  lo ca l  l i f e  and the  end o f  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company’ s 

hegemony in  terms o f  lo c a l  a d m in is t r a t io n .

As pointed out by Pimenta (1 9 8 9 :1 3 8 ) ,  however, t h i s  

p o l i t i c a l  emancipat ion did not immediately c o n s t ra in  the  

company’ s power in  terms o f  lo ca l  p o l i t i c s .  Because o f  i t s  

c e n t r a l  economic importance to  the town, not only as employer  

but as the main ta x  c o n t r i b u t o r  in the  reg io n ,  the  company 

re ta in e d  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  power in the reg ion u n t i l  the  1960s. 

But the emancipation d id  a l lo w  o ther  s o c ia l  a c to rs  such as 

former fa rm ers ,  landowners, shop owners and merchants to  

appear in the  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  o f  the town, b r in g in g  

to  l i g h t  c o m p e t i t iv e  i n t e r e s t s  and p o l i t i c a l  d is p u te s .

1 .3 .  The C r i s i s  o f  th e  Company-Town Model

I t  has been suggested by the l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  the  end o f  

the company-town model was r e la t e d  to  a s e r io us  p r o f i t a b i l i t y  

c r i s i s  which emerged when the  company lo s t  i t s  market  

monopoly over f l a t  s t e e l  ( 1 6 ) .  This  monopoly was held by 

the company up u n t i l  the  1960s, when two o th er  s t e e l  s t a t e -

16. In  1950 and 1960 the  N a t io na l  S tee l  Company was 
respons ib le  f o r  around 50% o f  the f l a t  s t e e l  produced in the  
country w h i le  the remaining 50% was imported.  For more 
d e t a i l s  see Pimenta op. c i t .  page 186.
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owned companies were c re a te d ,  namely COSIPA and USIMINAS 

( 1 7 ) .  Although the  Nat iona l  S tee l  Company had an impressive  

performance in i t s  i n i t i a l  years ,  i t s  product ive  p o l ic y  

emphasised q u a n t i t y  o f  ou tput  r a t h e r  than q u a l i t y .  

Furthermore,  the company had a l i m i t e d  range o f  s t e e l  

products ( 1 8 ) .  As the B r a z i l i a n  i n d u s t r i a l  park became more 

complex and the c a p i t a l  goods in d u s t ry  s ta r te d  demanding 

b e t t e r  q u a l i t y  s t e e l  ou tpu ts ,  which COSIPA and USIMINAS could  

o f f e r ,  the  N a t iona l  Stee l  Company was faced w ith  a c r i s i s .

As a r e s u l t  o f  these developments and the p r o f i t a b i l i t y  

c r i s i s  faced by the company, the 1960s saw the ending o f  a 

gre a t  p a r t  o f  the  w e l fa r e  b e n e f i t s .  In  1967 the company broke  

com plete ly  w i th  the company-town model by s e l l i n g  i t s  houses 

to  workers and t r a n s f e r r i n g  i t s  p u b l ic  assets such as 

s t r e e t s ,  parks and urban s e rv ice s  to  the care o f  the  

municipal  a u t h o r i t i e s  (Fontes and Lamarao 1 9 86 :2 1 ) .  During  

t h i s  p e r io d ,  the  company introduced expansion programmes to  

increase  i t s  p rod uc t ive  c a p a c i ty  and to  r a t i o n a l i s e  the  

product ion  process. An increase in the rhythm o f  product ion  

and the advent o f  more b u re a u c ra t ic  c o n tro l  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  

workforce management took place by growth and d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  

in  the company’ s m anager ia l  l e v e ls  and the c r e a t io n  o f  

separate  departments o f  production and workforce management

17. USIMINAS s t a r t e d  producing s t e e l  in  1963. COSIPA was a 
j o i n t  e n t e r p r i s e  between s t a t e  and p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  and 
s t a r t e d  o p e ra t in g  in  1964.

18. For data  on the N at iona l  S tee l  Company’ s performance see 
Evans, op. c i t  1979 page 217 and Baer op. c i t .  1969 page 125.
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( 1 9 ) .

As a r e s u l t  o f  the  expansion o f  B r a z i l ’ s i n d u s t r i a l  

economy, from 1960 onwards many medium and small s iz e d  f i rm s  

were c re a te d  in  V o l ta  Redonda and ad ja c en t  a reas ,  r e s u l t i n g  

in  a p o l i - i n d u s t r i a l  town ( 2 0 ) .  Moreover, as the reg iona l  

and n a t io n a l  labour  market f o r  s tee lw orkers  grew, the  company 

l o s t  i t s  p r i v i l e g e d  p o s i t io n  as so le  employer in  the  region  

and had to  face  com pet i t ion  over i t s  s k i l l e d  workforce  

( 2 1 ) .  N o tw iths tan d ing  these major changes, the company 

played up to  the 1980s, a major economic r o le  as th e  b igge s t  

employer in  the reg ion ,  paying the h ighes t  wages.

1 . 4 .  A Comparison Between D i f f e r e n t  G enera t ions  o f  

Stee l  workers

The f i r s t  genera t ion  o f  workers who en tered  the p l a n t  in 

the  l a t e  1940s and e a r l y  1950s came to  r e t i r e m e n t  age in the  

e a r l y  1970s. The process o f  renovat ion  o f  the  workforce  was

19. For d e t a i l e d  accounts o f  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  in  the company 
see M ore l ,  op. c i t .  and Pimenta, op. c i t .

20. According to  the 1984 Census, V o l t a  Redonda has changed 
from a s i t u a t i o n  o f  a m o no - in d us tr ia l  town, t o  one w i th  164 
i n d u s t r i a l  f i r m s ,  27 c l a s s i f i e d  as e x e r c is in g  m e t a l l u r g i c  
a c t i v i t y .  Source: IBGE, 1984 Census.

21. According to  sources, t h i s  tendency was to  accentuate  
over the  years .  While f o r  example in 1970 the N a t io n a l  S tee l  
Company employed 80% o f  the m e ta l lu r g ic  workforce o f  the  
reg io n ,  by 1980 t h i s  f i g u r e  had decreased to  56%. Source: 
"V o l ta  Redonda. I n d u s t r i a  e Mercado de Trabalho no Setor  
Secondar io” . IPPU, 1984.
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g r e a t l y  supported by the FGTS law ( 2 2 ) .  With the r e t i r e m e n t  

o f  t h i s  group a ls o  ended a ge ne ra t ion  o f  workers who were 

h ig h ly  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  the company because o f  i t s  p a t e r n a l i s t  

past  and, most im p o r ta n t ly ,  because the w o rk e r ’ s p ro fes s io n a l  

i d e n t i t y  had been constructed in s id e  the p l a n t .

In  sharp c o n t r a s t ,  as the next  chapters  w i l l  show, the  

second and t h i r d  generat ions  o f  workers have had a lower 

l e v e l  o f  involvement w ith  the company. They en tered  the  

p l a n t  a t  a t im e when basic  p u b l ic  educat ion  was much more 

extended than p re v io u s ly  and te c h n ic a l  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  did  not  

depend e x c l u s i v e l y  on the company’ s Technica l  School. By the  

1970s th e r e  was a l o c a l ,  reg iona l  and even n a t io n a l  s te e l  

labour market which not only c o n t r ib u te d  f o r  t r a i n i n g  and 

s k i l l i n g  some workers but,  most im p o r ta n t ly ,  was a 

c o m p e t i t iv e  fo rc e  in the company’ s p o l ic y  towards the  

w orkforce .  Moreover,  as in d ic a te d  in  Table  3 . 1 ,  between the  

1950s and 1980s not only did the  s iz e  o f  the  B r a z i l i a n  

workforce increase  f o u r - f o l d  but the r o le  played by the  

working c la s s  as a whole in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  became much 

more s i g n i f i c a n t .

22. On the c r e a t io n  o f  th e  FGTS system in  B r a z i l ,  see sec t io n  
3 .2  in  Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s is .  For i t s  implementat ion a t  
the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, see Morel op. c i t . ,  pages 442-  
452.
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T a b l e  3 . 1

S i z e  o f  E c o n o m i c a l l y  A c t i v e  P o p u l a t i o n  
!! ( EAP) i n  I n d u s t r i a l  A c t i v i t y  i n  B r a z i l ,  

1 9 5 0 - 1 9 8 0
I j

Y e a r s S i z e  o f  EAP S i z e  o f  EAP 
i n  I n d .
A c t i  v i  t y

1950 1 7,  1 2 0 . 0 0 0 2 , 4 0 0 . 0 0 0

1 960 2 2 , 7 5 0 . 0 0 0 2 , 9 0 0 . 0 0 0

1 970 2 9 , 5 6 0 . 0 0 0 5 , 0 0 0 . 0 0 0

1 980 4 3 , 2 0 0 . 0 0 0 1 0 , 8 0 0 . 0 0 0
Sou r c e  : C a 1 c u 7 a t e d  f r o m  F 1 g u r e s  f r  o r r T t he
I n d u s t r i a l  C e n s u s .  A n u a r i o  E s t a t i s t i c o  
do B r a s i 1 . I B G E . 1 98 8 ,  p age  104 .
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A l l  these elements help to  e x p la in  why the younger 

ge nera t ion  a t  the  N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company have a much s t ro n g e r  

i d e n t i t y  as meta lworkers ra th e r  than based as state-company  

employees.

2.  The " S t r u c t u r a l  C o n t ra d ic t io n "  o f  State-Owned Companies 

and the  R ec urre n t  C r i s i s  a t  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company

2 . 1 .  What is  the  " S t r u c t u r a l  C o n t r a d ic t io n "  o f  State-Owned  

Companies

As po inted  out by Abranches (1 9 7 7 ) ,  Evans (1 979 )  and 

Daim (1 9 7 7 ) ,  the  c r e a t io n  of  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company 

w i t h in  Vargas ’ n a t io n a l  economic p o l ic y  inaugurated  a new 

a r t i c u l a t i o n  between the  p r i v a t e  se c to r  and the s t a t e -  

b u re a u c ra t ic  appara tus .  These authors suggest t h a t  the  ro le  

of  product ive  agent played by the s t a t e  in the 1940s was a 

fundamental ins trum ent  in guaranteeing the rep rod uct ion  of  

the c a p i t a l i s t  system in  B r a z i l ,  on new grounds.

According to  Daim (1 9 7 7 :1 5 0 -1 5 1 ) ,  the  r o le  o f  B r a z i l i a n  

state-owned p la n t s  in  th e  process of  c a p i t a l  accumulat ion was 

tw o fo ld .  F i r s t ,  the s t a t e  funct ioned  as a "development  

agency" by r a t i o n a l i s i n g  and d i r e c t i n g  economic expansion.  

Secondly, through p r ic e  contro l  and o th e r  p o l i c i e s ,  th e  s t a t e  

allowed f o r  the  t r a n s f e r  o f  resources to  b e n e f i t  dynamic 

sectors  o f  the  economy. In  p r a c t ic e ,  the p u b l i c l y  owned 

companies ended up s u b s id is in g  sec to rs  and a c t i v i t i e s  d e f in ed
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as p r i o r i t i e s  by macro-economic p o l i c i e s .  Through t h i s  

mechanism, the  s t a t e  not only  provided an in c e n t iv e  f o r  the  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  n a t io n a l  c a p i t a l  but a lso  l e g i t i m i s e d  the  

presence o f  fo r e ig n  c a p i t a l  in r e le v a n t  s e c to rs  o f  the  

economy. Through i t s  p roduc t ive  e n te r p r is e s  the  p u b l ic  sector  

in te g r a t e d  i t s e l f  in ,  and became re sp o n s ib le  f o r ,  the  

c o n s o l id a t io n  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  development in the  co un try .

In  the  p a r t i c u l a r  case of  the Nat iona l  S tee l  Company and 

o th er  s ta te -ow ned s te e l  p la n ts  crea ted  a f t e r  1960, the  s t a te  

operated a d i v i s i o n  o f  labour whereby the s u b -s e c to r  o f  f l a t  

s t e e l  became a s t a t e  monopoly w h i le  p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  developed  

the n o n - f l a t  s t e e l  s e c to r .  This r e f l e c t e d  the  very  na ture  of  

s t a t e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  in the in d u s t ry ,  s ince f l a t  s t e e l  products  

were the  bas ic  input  f o r  c a p i t a l  goods, consumer c a p i t a l  

goods and th e  c o n s t ru c t io n  in d u s t ry .  Moreover, s t e e l  counted  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in  the p r ic e  composit ion o f  such goods, so t h a t  

the  p r ic e  o f  s t e e l  products was " s t r a t e g ic "  f o r  the  economic 

development which was sought a t  the t ime (Daim 1 9 7 7 :1 48 ) .

Besides the Nat iona l  Stee l  Company, o th e r  s tate-owned  

companies c re a te d  during the 1940s were: the  Companhia Vale  

do Rio Doce, the Fa br ica  Nacional de Motores and the  

Companhia Nacional de A l c a l i s .  These were a l l  the  r e s u l t  o f  

i n i t i a t i v e s  by the  s t a t e ,  which served a t  once as in v e s to r ,  

planner  and e n t r e p r e n e u r . Daim (1 977 :144 )  c o n t r a s ts  these  

" f i r s t  g e n e ra t io n "  companies w ith  the "second ge nera t io n "  of  

P re s id en t  K ub i ts c h e k ’ s Plano de Metas and the  " t h i r d  

genera t ion"  o f  the  post 1964 per iod .

What c h a r a c te r is e d  " f i r s t  generat ion"  companies was t h a t
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they were not p a r t  o f  an e x p l i c i t l y  assoc ia ted  p r o j e c t  o f  

p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  although in  p r a c t i c e  they al lowed f o r  a 

breakthrough in  the process o f  i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n  and the  

opening o f  the  country to  f o r e ig n  c a p i t a l ,  on new grounds.

The s t a t e ’ s c o n tro l  over the f l a t  s te e l  s e c to r ,  o i l  and 

l a t e r  energy was j u s t i f i e d  by t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  nature  and was 

r h e t o r i c a l l y  supported by d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s  as a 

search f o r  autonomy and n a t io n a l  s e c u r i t y .  I t  was on ly  in  the  

second phase o f  development, during the  Kubitschek years ,  

t h a t  l i n k s  between the B r a z i l i a n  s t a t e  and fo re ig n  c a p i t a l  

were e s ta b l is h e d  as a s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  p o l ic y  and 

m u l t i n a t i o n a l s  were encouraged to  i n s t a l  p la n ts  and produce 

in the co untry .

2 . 2 .  Successive Governmental D i r e c t i v e s  f o r  S tee l  and the  

P r ic e  Containment P o l ic y  A f t e r  1964

Despite  i t s  s t r a t e g i c  r o le  in economic development,  

th e re  was no plan f o r  the  s t e e l  se c to r  as a whole u n t i l  1964.  

Each company was sub jected  to  d i f f e r e n t  demands and reg iona l  

p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s ,  and the th re e  f l a t  s te e l  in te g ra te d  

p lan ts  -  the Nat iona l  S te e l  Company, COSIPA and USIMINAS -  

sought in d iv id u a l  markets on a c o m p e t i t iv e  bas is .  With the  

c r e a t io n  o f  SEPLAN -  S e c r e t a r i a  Especia l  de P Iane jam ento , a 

c e n t ra l  o f f i c e  f o r  economic p lan n ing ,  these companies became 

s u b je c t  to  major a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and r a t i o n a l i s i n g  programmes 

in which the p r in c ip a l  o b j e c t i v e  was to  make them as 

o p e r a t i o n a l l y  e f f i c i e n t  as the  p r i v a t e l y  owned p la n t s .
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According to  SEPLAN these state -owned companies should no 

longer  count on c e n t r a l  government’ s subsid ies  and should 

y i e l d  p r o f i t  to  f in a n c e  t h e i r  own expansion ( 2 3 ) .

Th is  p o l ic y  was com plete ly  reversed in 1965, when the  

government adopted a p o l ic y  o f  p r ic e  containment f o r  s te e l  

products from state -owned companies, on the grounds t h a t  

t h e i r  weight in  th e  p r ic e  fo rm at ion  o f  the c a p i t a l  goods 

in d u s t ry  made them s i g n i f i c a n t l y  resp ons ib le  f o r  the sharp ly  

r i s i n g  i n f l a t i o n  ( 2 4 ) .

In  1974 c e n t r a l  government made another a t tem pt a t  a 

lo ng- te rm  p o l ic y  f o r  the  s te e l  s e c to r ,  which was named the  

"Ten Year N a t io n a l  S tee l  P lan " .  During t h i s  year  the  

SIDERBRAS ( S id e r u r g ia  B r a s i l e i r a ) ,  a s te e l  ho lding was se t  up 

under the  M in i s t r y  o f  In d u s t r y  and Finance and assigned a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  r o le  in  c o o rd in a t in g  the s te e l  s e c to r .  The 

hold ing was supposed to  so lve  the s e c t o r ’ s f i n a n c i a l  problems 

by re c e iv in g  p u b l ic  money from the budget o f  the M in is t r y  o f  

In d u s t ry  and Commerce as w e l l  as a t t r a c t i n g  fo re ig n  c a p i t a l  

f o r  expansion o f  the  s e c to r .  In  r e a l i t y ,  however, the holding  

was f a r  from r e s o lv in g  any problem since the M i n i s t r y ’ s 

budget was c y c l i c a l l y  reduced. This  f a c t ,  to ge ther  w ith  the  

p o l ic y  o f  p r ic e  c o n t r o l ,  d e - c a p i t a l i s e d  the s t e e l  companies 

complete ly  during t h i s  p e r io d .

Although the  in d u s t ry  made some advances in the  l a t e

23. For more d e t a i l s  on the  B r a z i l i a n  economic p o l i c i e s  of  
t h i s  per iod  see Abranches, S. "Empresa E s ta ta l  e Cap ita l ism o"  
in  Estado e C ap i ta l is m o  no B r a s i l . 1977.

24. For d e t a i l e d  in fo rm a t io n  on the s t a t e  of the  s te e l  sector  
in the pe r io d ,  see Guimaraes, 0. "Technologia e S id e ru rg ia  
B r a s i l e i r a "  in R e v is ta  B r a s i l e i r a  de T e c n o lo g ia . 1987.



1970s and e a r l y  1980s -  increased o u tp u t ,  successful  export  

d r iv e s ,  and s h o r t  pe r io ds  o f  p r ic e  increase  f o r  s te e l  

products ,  f o r  example -  SIDERBRAS experienced a p a t te r n  of  

c r i s i s  and debts w e l l  in to  the 1980s. In  1986 i t  was 

es t im ated  t h a t  i f  SIDERBRAS’ s debts continued to  r i s e  a t  the  

l e v e ls  o f  the e a r l y  1980s, by 1992 i t  would be respons ib le  

f o r  one fo u r th  o f  B r a z i l ’ s fo re ig n  debt ( 2 5 ) .

From e a r l y  in  th e  1980s t h i s  p a t te rn  o f  in c re a s in g  debt  

and c r i s i s  of  s ta te -ow ned companies led some government 

planning bodies to  propose p r i v a t i s a t i o n  programmes, 

e s p e c i a l l y  in th e  s t e e l  s e c to r .  In  1982 f o r  example, 

government c rea ted  a "Specia l  Commission f o r  P r i v a t i s a t i o n " .  

During P re s id e n t  S a rn e y ’ s government (1 9 85 -1 9 90 )  another  

programme proposed the  s e l l i n g - o f f  o f  many state-owned  

companies, in c lu d in g  a d e t a i l e d  plan f o r  the " p r i v a t i s a t i o n  

of  SIDERBRAS". An I n t e r - M i n i s t e r i a l  Council  f o r  P r i v a t i s a t i o n  

was crea ted  in 1986, and a p r o je c t  to  a l low  government to  

p r i v a t i s e  s t a te  companies was proposed to  Congress and l a t e r  

r e je c te d  ( 2 6 ) .  The programme proposed to  SIDERBRAS 

inc luded ,  among o th e r  measures, complete freedom in  

managerial and p r ic e  p o l i c y  f o r  the s t e e l  companies and de

re g u la t io n  o f  th e  s t a t e  s te e l  in d u s t ry  as a form o f  

a t t r a c t i n g  p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  in to  the s e c to r .  Th is  p r o j e c t

25. Source: Folha de Sao P a u lo . June 29 1986.

26. In  face  o f  th e  d ispu tes  in Congress a g a in s t  the  
government’ s f i r s t  " p r i v a t i s a t i o n  p r o j e c t " ,  in  January 1989 
P res id en t  Sarney issued a "p ro v is io n a l  measure" to  be voted  
l a t e r  by the Congress which au thor ised  the  p r i v a t i s a t i o n  of  
a s e r ie s  o f  sta te -owned companies, i n i t i a l l y  14, from the  so-  
c a l l e d  "p roduct ive  s e c t o r " .  ^Source: 0 G lobo. January 16 1989, 
A p r i l  5 1989 and Fo lha de Sao P au lo . February 11 1989.
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encountered g re a t  re s is ta n c e  among p o l i t i c i a n s  and p u b l ic  

o p in io n  a t  the time and was not implemented ( 2 7 ) .  A 

" p r i v a t i s i n g "  agenda was once again put forward  by Sarney ’ s 

successor,  Fernando C o l lo r  de M e l lo ,  in  1990 but i t  is  s t i l l  

too e a r l y  to  make any assessment o f  i t s  f a t e .

D es p i te  the at tempts to  d e - r e g u la t e ,  the government had 

ab s o lu te  power to  re g u la te  the  s t e e l  in d u s t ry  in  the 1980s. 

Not on ly  were s te e l  p r ic e s  under s t r i c t  c o n t r o l ,  but the  

mechanisms f o r  import  or e x p o r t  in c e n t iv e s  and the  s e t t i n g  o f  

the  c o n d i t io n s  f o r  c r e d i t  f a c i l i t i e s  and l e v e ls  o f  i n t e r e s t  

ra te s  were a lso  under government c o n t r o l .  The government a lso  

re g u la te d  and mediated th e  r a is i n g  o f  loans on the  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  money market , through the  SEST- S e c r e t a r i a  

Especia l  das Empresas E s t a t a is  (S pec ia l  O f f i c e  f o r  S t a t e -  

Owned Companies). From 1985, the government a ls o  s t a r t e d  to  

e x e rc is e  d i r e c t  contro l  over s t a t e - s e c t o r  wages a longs ide  i t s  

wage p o l i c i e s  f o r  the B r a z i l i a n  economy as a whole, through  

th e  CISE -  Conselho I n t e r m i n i s t e r i a l  de Sala 'r ios  das Empresas 

E s t a t a is  ( I n t e r - M i n i s t e r i a l  Council  on Wages o f  State-Owned  

Companies) (28 )  .

The main purpose o f  the government s t e e l  p o l i c i e s  s ince

27. By the  end o f  Sarney’ s government on ly  17 small s t a t e -  
owned companies had been p r i v a t i s e d ,  re p re s e n t in g  2% o f  the  
s t a t e ’ s p rod uc t ive  assets .  Source: O Estado de Sao P a u lo . 
August 28 1988 and Folha de Sao P a u lo . A p r i l  2 1989.

28. SEST was crea ted  in  October 10 1979 through Decree Law 
84 .128  in the  government o f  Joao F ig u e i re d o .  CISE was c rea ted  
in  June 26 1985 in the government o f  Jose Sarney.

I t  is  important  to  note t h a t  the government’ s c o n tro l  
over wages through the SEST and CISE r e in f o r c e d  i t s  a l re a d y  
s i g n i f i c a n t  co n tro l  over the c o n d i t io n s  o f  employment through  
the  CLT and FGTS, and over general  wage p o l i c i e s .
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1964 has been to  instrum enta l  i s e  i t  f o r  the  execut ion  o f  

macro-economic p o l i c i e s .  State-owned p la n ts  were held  

re s p o n s ib le  f o r  the c o n tro l  o f  i n f l a t i o n  between the  years  

1964 and 1968. L a te r ,  w i th  the 1974 recess io n ,  c o n t r o l le d  

s t e e l  p r ic e s  helped the government in i t s  e x p o r t  d r i v e .  More 

r e c e n t l y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s ince  1986, the government has once 

again used the  state-owned p la n ts  f o r  i t s  a n t i - i n f l a t i o n a r y  

p o l i  c ie s  ( 2 9 ) .

In  the  p r ic e  containment o f  the  state-owned s tee l  

s e c to r ,  the main b e n e f i c i a r i e s  have been those dynamic 

se c to rs  o f  th e  c a p i t a l  goods in d u s t ry  whose monopoly power 

has a l lowed them to  secure high l e v e ls  o f  p r o f i t s .  There has 

thus been a c o n f l i c t  o f  i n t e r e s t s  between the c a p i t a l i s t  

r a t i o n a l i t y  o f  s te e l  companies -  which would re q u i re  them to  

generate  t h e i r  own resources and p r o f i t s  and to  co n tro l  t h e i r  

output  p r ic e s  -  and the need to  assure la r g e  p r o f i t  margins 

f o r  the c e n t r a l  and dynamic s e c to rs  o f  the  economy ( 3 0 ) .

29. As suggested by Daim (1 97 7 :15 5 )  the  p r ic e  containment  
p o l ic y  has not a f f e c t e d  a l l  the  s tate -owned companies 
i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y .  The s e c to rs  most prone to  government 
r e g u la t i o n  have been, according to  the economic and p o l i t i c a l  
co n ju nc tu re ,  the  s t e e l ,  the energy and o i l  s e c to rs .  During 
the  1970s in t h i s  re sp ec t ,  the state -owned energy monopoly -  
ELETROBRAS -  had com p ara t ive ly  the  most compressed p r ic e s .  
According to  Jornal  do B ra s i l  between 1975 and 1988 
government has compressed e l e c t r i c i t y  p r ic e s  by 65%, 
te lephone t a r i f f s  by 47%, mail t a r i f f s  by 54% and s te e l  by 
56%. Source: Jornal  do B ra s i l  June 10 1989.

30. Desp ite  t h i s  very o b l iq u e  p i c t u r e ,  the  f u r t h e r  d e c l in e  of  
the s t a t e - s t e e l  sec to r  should not be seen as i n e v i t a b l e  as i t  
has been the case in developed c o u n t r ie s .  Although th e re  has 
been a worldwide d e c l in e  in  demand f o r  s t e e l  products ,  there  
has a ls o  been a "geographical  r e s t r u c t u r in g "  whereby s tee l  
product ion  from OECD c o u n t r ie s  has p r o g re s s iv e ly  dec l ined  
w h i le  s t e e l  in d u s t r i e s  in t h i r d  world c o u n t r ie s  have 
increased t h e i r  market share.  For more d e t a i l s  on t h i s  
process, see ILO Report,  I ron  and S tee l  Committee. 1986 and

198



2.3. The National Steel Company

As po in ted  out e a r l i e r ,  a s tate-owned p ro d u c t ive  company 

i s ,  a t  one and same t im e ,  a c a p i t a l i s t  p ro d u c t iv e  u n i t  and an 

ins trum ent  o f  economic p o l ic y  f o r  th e  government. The 

r e s u l t i n g  c o n t r a d ic t i o n  has p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f f e c t e d  the  

N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company throughout i t s  h i s t o r y ,  remaining in  

the  f o r e f r o n t  o f  i t s  problems. Th is  has a lso  in f lu e n c e d  the  

general t ren d s  in  managerial p o l ic y  f o r  the o r g a n is a t io n  o f  

product ion  and workforce management.

I t  has been suggested t h a t  the consequences o f  the  

" s t r u c t u r a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n "  o f  the p u b l i c - s t e e l  s e c to r  have 

been most acute  in the N at iona l  S tee l  Company because i t  is  

the o l d e s t  p l a n t  and has accumulated se r io us  f i n a n c i a l  

problems from the  long s t r a i n  o f  c o n t r o l l e d  p r ic e s  and loan 

repayments.

In her own research Pimenta (1 9 8 9 :3 2 4 )  c i t e s  an Annual 

Report by the company to  show t h a t  the  very  t ime when 

management was seeking "g re a te r  e f f i c i e n c y  and p r o f i t  to  

generate  i t s  own resources f o r  the expansion of  i t s  

i n d u s t r i a l  pa rk " ,  the company was b u i ld in g  up increased  

d e f i c i t s  as a r e s u l t  o f  the government’ s s t e e l  p r ic e  

containment p o l i c y .  The company’ s d r iv e  towards expansion,  

g r e a te r  com peti t iveness  and p r o f i t a b i l i t y  c o n f l i c t e d  w i th  the  

c y c l i c a l  p o l i c i e s  o f  p r ic e  and investment conta inment.  In  the  

end, th e  expansion programmes were t h e r e f o r e  e i t h e r  

compressed or  extended, according to  very s h o r t - s ig h te d

'Corftani , F. "A I n d u s t r i a  S id e ru rg ic a  no B r a s i l " .  1988.
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p o l i  ci  e s .

The N a t ion a l  S tee l  Company has been l a r g e l y  respons ib le  

f o r  the huge d e f i c i t  faced by SIDERBRAS. From the end of  the  

1970s the  company s t a r t e d  to  show losses .  But t h i s  t rend  was 

the  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  the f a c t  t h a t  in  1978 government p r ic e  

increases  f o r  s t e e l  were not on ly  much lower than those  

requested by the s e c to r ,  but a c t u a l l y  below the rea l  costs o f  

product ion  ( 3 1 ) .  R e fe r r in g  to  the increased d e f i c i t  faced  

by the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company, company d i r e c t o r s  s ta te d  t h a t  

in 1985 s t e e l  p r ic e s  were running a t  30% below the r a te  of  

i n f l a t i o n .  At the  t ime o f  the "Cruzado Plan" in  February  

1986, s t e e l  p r ic e s  were 45% below i n f l a t i o n .  By 1989, a f t e r  

a s e r ie s  o f  a t tem pts  by government to  c o n tro l  i n f l a t i o n  and 

as a r e s u l t  o f  a s t r i c t  p r ic e  containment p o l i c y ,  s te e l  

p r ic e s  were 50% below i n f l a t i o n  ( 3 2 ) .  As shown in  Table

3 . 2 ,  the company’ s d e f i c i t  has increased s t e a d i l y  up to  the  

end of the  1980s.

31. Source: Jornal  da T a rd e . March 16 1979.

32. Source: Jornal  do Brasi 1 , May 27 1989 and 0 Globo. May 29 
1989.
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T a b l e  3 . 2

N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  C o m p a n y ’ s D e f i c i t  i n  US 
D o l l a r s ,  1 9 8 5 - 1 9 9 0

Y e a r D e f  i c i  t  ( i n  mi  1 1 i on 
US d o l 1a r s )

1985 1 56

1986 250

1987 60

1 988 70

1989 n / d

1 990 2 , 6
S o u r c e s  : Pi  m e n t a  , S . A E s t r a t e g i  a" da G e s t a o . 

F a b r i c a n d o  Aco  e C o n s t r u i n d o  Homens.  M . A .
T h e s i s .  1989 p a g e  4 4 8 ;  E s t a d o  de SSo P a u l o . 
No v e mbe r  17 1988 a nd  J o r n a l  do B r a s i 1 , May 27 
1989 and  J u l y  10 1 9 9 0 .



Besides th e  p r ic e  conta inment p o l i c y ,  the  c y c l i c a l  

d e c l in e  in  government investment in  the s e c to r  has a f f e c t e d  

the  company very u n fav o u ra b ly .  N e v er th e le s s ,  the  company has 

responded wel l  to  government e x p o r t  d r iv e s ,  in c re as in g  i t s  

share of  the i n t e r n a t i o n a l  market s ince 1980 even w ith  the  

p r o t e c t i o n i s t  p o l i c i e s  led by the developed c o u n t r ie s ,  and 

ac h iev ing  records s a le  abroad in 1983 ( 3 3 ) .  In  1984, the  

company’ s major markets were L a t in  American c o u n t r ie s  such 

as A rgen t ina ,  Venezuela ,  Peru and Ecuador; as w e l l  as I r a n ,  

USA, China and the  S o v ie t  Union ( 3 4 ) .

Although p r ic e  c o n t r o l s  and in c re a s in g  f i n a n c i a l  costs  

are  major e x p la n a t io n s  f o r  th e  company’ s f i n a n c i a l  problems,  

t h i s  is  not the complete p i c t u r e .  Independent a u d i to rs  have 

a l l e g e d ,  s ince the  1970s, t h a t  the  company has been involved  

in  c o r ru p t io n  and misdemeanours w ith  regard to  over-manning  

and the p o l i t i c a l  m an ip u la t io n  o f  top jobs .  Moreover, a 

succession of  top company managers have been accused o f  

incompetence in  the  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and f i n a n c i a l  handling of  

the  company ( 3 5 ) .

33. In  1983, f o r  example, " the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company reached 
a record o f  677,000 tons o f  exported  s t e e l  corresponding the  
income o f  US$ 151 m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  in  the  per iod  between 
January and August 1983. Source: Gazeta M e r c a n t i l . September 
9 1983.

34. Source: 0 Globo. August 5 1984.

35. For a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the most w id e ly  p u b l ic is e d  cases o f  
c o rru p t io n  charges a g a in s t  success ive  boards o f  d i r e c t o r s  in  
the  company, see Pimenta, op. c i t .  page 455 and th e  fo l lo w in g  
f i r s t  hand sources: Journal  do B r a s i 1 , September 6 1976,
September 10 1976^ and Ju ly  27 1987; 0 Globo. August 5 1984 
and 0 Estado de Sao P a u lo , September 5 1976.
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D espite  i t s  in c re a s in g  f i n a n c i a l  and a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  

d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  the company has been s u b je c t  to  a s e r ie s  o f  

expansion and m odern isa t ion  programmes. Three j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  

have been given f o r  t h i s :  1) the high va lue  o f  f i x e d  c a p i t a l  

a l re a d y  invested  in  the company; 2) the company’ s w eight  in  

the  market f o r  f l a t  s t e e l  products,  es t im ated  a t  around a 

q u a r te r  o f  B r a z i l ’ s ou tpu t;  and 3) the  company’ s complete  

monopoly o f  t i n p l a t e  production ( 3 6 ) .  I t  would be 

i r r a t i o n a l  to  l e t  the company grow ob so le te  and to  b u i ld  a 

brand new in te g ra t e d  p l a n t .  There is  a lso  a p o l i t i c a l  

reasoning invo lved  here .  The company was the  f i r s t  ev er  

i n te g r a t e d  s t e e l  p l a n t  to  be b u i l t  in the  country  and p u b l ic  

op in ion  in g e n e ra l ,  and the  state-owned employees in  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  have reac ted  very s t ro n g ly  in the past  to  any 

t h r e a t  to  c lose  t h i s  n a t i o n a l i s t  symbol.

The most im portant  modern isat ion p r o j e c t ,  c a l l e d  the  

Plan D, o r ig in a t e d  in 1962 and was designed to  be executed  

over a ten year p e r io d ,  in th re e  stages ( 3 7 ) .  As i t  tu rned  

ou t ,  however, owing to  over o p t i m i s t i c  p r e d ic t i o n s  about  

f u t u r e  increases in  s t e e l  demand and a s e r ie s  o f  c r i s e s  in  

c r e d i t s  and loans and the  supply o f  machinery and technology,  

the  plan was i n t e r r u p t e d  se vera l  times and was on ly  completed  

in  1987. The major d i f f e r e n c e  between Plan D -  e s p e c i a l l y  

phases two and th re e  -  and the  former plans was i t s  p r o v is io n  

f o r  te c h n o lo g ic a l  renewal and the  in t ro d u c t io n  o f  automated

36. Source: Jornal  do Brasi 1 , November 17 1988 and May 1
1989.

37. More d e t a i l s  about the expansion programme D w i l l  be 
given in  the fo l lo w in g  ch ap te rs .
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processes f o r  th e  s t e e l  p l a n t  as a whole. The bas ic  s t e e l -  

making technology was switched from a S iem ens-M art ins  to  a 

Basic Oxygen process, and the  expansion o f  process c o n t r o l s  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  augmented the p l a n t ’ s le v e l  o f  automation and 

i n t e g r a t i o n  ( 3 8 ) .

Phases two and th re e  o f  Plan D not on ly  responded to  

r i s i n g  demand f o r  s t e e l ,  but sought to  modernise the  company 

w ith  the o l d e s t  p ro d u c t iv e  s t e e l  park in  the co un try .  The aim 

was to  in c re as e  both p roduct ion  c a pac i ty  and q u a l i t y  and to  

expand the  range o f  s t e e l  products.  There has a ls o  a major  

m odern isa t ion  programme in r e l a t i o n  to  automation .  In  1974,  

a t h i r d  g e n e ra t io n  IBM computer was i n s t a l l e d ,  a l lo w in g  f o r  

the l a t e r  i n t r o d u c t io n  o f  the In t e g r a t e d  System f o r  

Programming and Contro l  o f  Production ( 3 9 ) .  Today, the  

s te e l  p l a n t  is  prov ided w i th  130 process c o n tro l  computers,  

which work w i th  35 automated contro l  systems, in  the  main 

product ion  l i n e s  ( 4 0 ) .  According to sources,  the  company is  

a t  p resent  very  u p - t o - d a t e  in terms o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

p a t t e r n s ,  w i th  a le v e l  of  automation in v o lv in g  90% o f  i t s  

a c t i  vi t i e s  (41 ) .

38. Source: "Programa de Expansao, Plano D " . N a t io n a l  S te e l  
Company 1980.

39. Source: "R ea l izapoes  e P erspe c t ivas :  1974-1990" .  N a t io n a l  
Steel  Company, 1984 and " E s t ru tu ra  Basica do Plano de 
I n fo r m a t ic a  e Automacao na Companhia S id e r i i r g ic a  N a c i o n a l " . 
N at iona l  S te e l  Company, n o /d a te .

40. Source: N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company Annual Reports ,  1983 and 
1 984.

41. Source: Jorna l  do B r a s i 1 , December 13 1984 and N a t io n a l  
Stee l  Company Annual Report ,  1984.
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As a r e s u l t  o f  p ro g re ss iv e  d e - c a p i t a l i s a t i o n ,  the  

company found i t  a lmost impossib le  to  count on i t s  own 

resources f o r  the expansion programme. Besides c r e d i t s  from  

government agencies th e r e  was a need to  f in d  resources in  the  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m arket .  The company thus was ob l ige d  to  work 

w ith  very high l e v e ls  o f  deb t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  the  form o f  

e x te r n a l  f in a n c in g  and loans.

Those developments have made the  company dependent on 

macro-economic tendenc ies  over which i t  has n e i t h e r  any 

co n tro l  nor any p r e d i c t i v e  c a p a c i t y .  The v a r i a t i o n s  in  

i n t e r e s t  r a t e  l e v e ls  in s id e  and ou ts ide  B r a z i l ;  and the  

f l u c t u a t i o n s  in  the  B r a z i l i a n  currency ,  which was devalued  

severa l  times in t h i s  per io d  a g a in s t  the d o l l a r ,  as the  

r e s u l t  o f  government s t r a t e g y  to  boost B r a z i l i a n  expor ts  are  

some o f  the problems the  company has faced along the  l a s t  

decade.

Although the company’ s d e f i c i t  has tended to  grow h igher  

over the years ,  i t s  f i n a n c i a l  c r i s i s  was most acute in  

1988/1989 when i t s  debt reached th e  same va lue as i t s  c a p i t a l  

and f re s h  proposals were made to  close or p r i v a t i s e  i t  

( 4 2 ) .  At t h i s  p o in t ,  th e  company was t e c h n i c a l l y  bankrupt  

and was only  cover ing  i t s  p a y - r o l l  and raw m a t e r ia ls .  During  

the c r i s i s ,  even some o f  the in te rm e d ia ry  inputs  such as 

water  and e l e c t r i c i t y  b i l l s  were l e f t  unpaid ( 4 3 ) .

42. Source: 0 GLOBO. August 2 1989.

43. For more in fo rm a t io n  on the  1989 c r i s i s  o f  th e  company 
see "A C r ise  na Companhia S id e r u r g ic a  N a c io n a l" . N a t io n a l  
Steel  Company, 1989.



3. C h a ra c te r is a t io n  o f  Employment P o lic ie s  a t  th e  N a tio n a l 

S te e l Company

3 . 1 .  The In te r n a l  Labour M arket

U n t i l  the 1970s the  company’ s i n t e r n a l  labour market f o r  

manual workers had two main ports  o f  e n t r y  -  through  

u n s k i l l e d  jobs or through t r a i n i n g  a t  the Technica l  School.  

Once employed, workers would have, a t  l e a s t  in  th e o ry ,  access 

to  any job  along th e  ladder  by b u i ld in g  up p r a c t i c a l  

exper ience and t im e in  the  p l a n t .  In  th eory  any u n s k i l l e d  

worker who en tered  the  p l a n t  could become a foreman or a 

sen io r  s k i l l e d  worker in  the course o f  h is  working l i f e  

( 4 4 ) .  Workers expected to  have a jo b  f o r  l i f e  a t  the  

Nat iona l  S tee l  Company. The company r e in f o r c e d  t h i s  

percept ion  through i t s  r h e t o r i c  o f  job  s t a b i l i t y .  In  th eory ,  

s e n i o r i t y  was the main c r i t e r i o n  f o r  job  promotions. Although  

t h i s  did not occur f o r  th e  whole o f  the w ork force ,  workers in  

core jobs or w ith  p a r t i c u l a r  s k i l l s  did remain in the  p la n t  

u n t i l  r e t i r e m e n t  age. Although formal educat ion  became a 

c r i t e r i a  f o r  promotion s ince the end o f  the 1960s, in  

p r a c t ic e ,  the o n - t h e - j o b  t r a i n i n g  s t i l l  counted a g r e a t  d e a l .

Such a system co in c id es  in many ways w i th  the  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  i n t e r n a l  labour market f o r  s tee l

44. However, in p r a c t i c e  th e r e  were marked d i f f e r e n c e s  in  the  
t re a tm e nt  o f  workers ,  and access to  h igher  paid jobs were not 
open to  everyone. Th is  was e s p e c i a l l y  due to  the  g rea t  
dependency on "personal  r e la t io n s "  and the a r b i t r a r y  
decis ion-making power granted to  middle and lower management 
and superv isory  s t a f f .  For d e t a i l s ,  see M ore l ,  op. c i t  and 
Pimenta, op. c i t .
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o u t l in e d  by Stone (1 9 7 3 : 7 0 ) ,  where the s p e c i f i c i t i e s  o f  the  

process in d u s t r y ,  the le v e l  o f  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  s te e lw o rk e rs  

in unions and the s t a t e  o f  s t e e l  technology c re a te s  a p a t te rn  

in which the i n t e r n a l  labour  market u s u a l ly  has one p o r t  o f  

e n t r y ,  through unski 1 led la b o u r .  In  t h i s  p a t t e r n ,  t r a i n i n g  is  

done o n - t h e - jo b  throughout  w o rk e r ’ s c a re e r  and s e n i o r i t y  is  

the  most im portant  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  promotion ( 4 5 ) .

When comparing S to n e ’ s (1973)  account w i th  the  

development of  the  s t e e l  in d u s t ry  in B r a z i l ,  one major

c o n t r a s t  does appear.  Owing to  the d i f f e r e n t  t im in g  o f  the  

development o f  the  s te e l  in d u s t ry  in B r a z i l ,  i t  d id  not

undergo the  "c o n t ra c t in g  system" as in B r i t a i n ,  France and 

the  USA n e i t h e r  d id  i t  encounter  any re s is ta n c e  from workers  

in the i n i t i a l  process o f  d e - s k i l l i n g  and job  placement.  As

poin ted  out by Morel (1 9 8 9 :1 9 9 )  and Guerra F e r r e i r a  (1 9 8 8 ) ,

the  s t e e l  in d u s try  in  B r a z i l  and the N a t io na l  S tee l  Company 

in p a r t i c u l a r  were a l re a d y  c rea ted  as a mass in d u s t r y ,  a t  a 

t ime when te c h n o lo g ic a l  developments had r e - d i v i d e d  the  

workforce and d e -s k i  l i e d  some o f  the jo b s ,  a t  the same t ime  

t h a t  i t  s k i l l e d  o th e r s .  However, B r a z i l i a n  s t e e l  managers

45. As f a r  as I  am aware, one o f  the  best h i s t o r i c a l  accounts  
of  the  development of  th e  " s te e l  labour  market" is  to  be 
found in  the work by Stone. The a u t h o r ’ s main th e s is  is  t h a t  
the  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  the labour  system which p r e v a i l e d  u n t i l  
very r e c e n t ly  in  the  s t e e l  in d u s t r y ,  were not an i n e v i t a b l e  
r e s u l t  o f  technology but were an outcome o f  a s t r u g g le  
between workers and managers. This  system came about as a 
r e s u l t  o f  the c a p i t a l i s t s ’ ta k in g  over o f  s te e l  p rod uc t ion ,  
and the  w o rke rs ’ response to  t h i s  process. For more d e t a i l s  
see Stone, K. "The O r ig in s  o f  Job S t r u c t u r e  in  th e  S tee l  
In d u s try"  in Labor Market Segm entat ion . Edwards, R. e d i t o r .  
1973. For d e t a i l s  on the process o f  c r e a t io n  o f  s t e e l  w o rk e rs ’ 
unions in  the USA and B r i t a i n  see W ilk in son ,  F. " C o l l e c t i v e  
Barga in ing in the S tee l  In d u s t r y  in the 1920s" in Essays in  
Labour H is to r y  19 18 -1 93 9 . Asa Briggs e t .  a l . e d i t o r .  1977.
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were s t i l l  faced w ith  the problem o f  having to  ' 'c reate"  a 

t r a i n e d  and d i s c i p l i n e d  workforce ( 4 6 ) .

As we have a lready  seen, workers a t  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  

Company had two ports  o f  e n t r y .  One p o r t  was admission to  

very  low s k i l l e d  or u n s k i l l e d  jobs c a l l e d  " s e r v e n t e " , 

“a judante"  or  " t ra b a lh a d o r " ( 4 7 ) .  These jobs re q u ire d  high  

l e v e l s  o f  phys ica l  labour and g re a t  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  s in c e  t h e i r  

ro u t in e s  were determined by what was needed a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  

moment on the  s h o p - f lo o r .  Workers in these jobs  were s u b je c t  

to  very high le v e ls  of  su pe rv is ion  and exerc is ed  low l e v e ls  

of  d i s c r e t i o n  over t h e i r  jo b s .  The o th e r  p o r t  o f  e n t r y  was 

through the  Technica l  School, which prepared workers f o r  

d i f f e r e n t  types o f  jobs o f  a s k i l l e d  and te c h n ic a l  n a tu re .

A f t e r  1973, in an a t tem pt to  decrease labour co s ts ,  th e  

company in troduced a system whereby most o f  i t s  u n s k i l l e d  

workers were to  be employed by s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m s ,  which 

would put them to  work in  the product ion  p l a n t .  These sub

c o n t r a c t in g  f i rm s  were mainly in the business o f  employment 

of u n s k i l l e d  labour .  With the change in  company p o l i c y ,  th e r e  

was a d r a s t i c  d e c l in e  in the number o f  jo b  o f f e r s  in  the  

G e tu l io  Vargas p la n t  f o r  u n s k i l l e d  workers ( 4 8 ) .  The p o r t

46. For more d e t a i l  on the comparison between S tone ’ s "model" 
and the B r a z i l i a n  case, see M o re l ,  R. op. c i t .  and Guerra  
F e r r e i r a ,  C. "0 Processo de Trabalho na I n d u s t r i a  
S i d e r u r g i c a " . 1988.

47. On the  basis  o f  my in te r v ie w  m a t e r i a l ,  i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  
say t h a t  the ac tua l  name by which t h i s  group of  u n s k i l l e d  
jobs is  known in  the  p l a n t  tends to  vary over t im e .

48. As an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the  change in s k i l l  composit ion ,  
w h i le  in  1966 the  u n s k i l l e d  workforce was 16,3% of  th e  manual 
t o t a l  in  the p l a n t ,  in 1974, t h i s  f i g u r e  decreased to  11%. 
Judging by my own data on the  s u b je c t ,  t h i s  process has

208



of  e n t r y  o f  u n s k i l l e d  labour ,  which had been one of  the  

h a l lm arks  o f  the company’ s re c ru i tm e n t  p o l i c y ,  was a l l  but 

c lo sed .  Workers seeking s t a b le  employment a t  the  Nat iona l  

S tee l  Company now had to  f i n d  new en trance  s t r a t e g i e s  i f  they  

had no formal educat ion  or t r a i n i n g .

The main such s t ra te g y  was to  take  a jo b  in  the  p la n t  

w ith  a s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m  in  th e  hope o f  l a t e r  o b ta in in g  

s t a b le  employment a t  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. I t  was 

thought f o r  example, t h a t  to  be a l re a d y  working in s id e  the  

p l a n t  would prov ide  g r e a t e r  access to  p r i v i l e g e d  in fo rm a t io n  

about new job  openings, or s h o p - f lo o r  foremen or  superv isors  

might p o ss ib ly  make suggestions o f  prov ide  re fe re nc e s  f o r  a 

f u t u r e  job  as a s t a b le  worker.  The s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h i s  

s t r a t e g y  is  i l l u s t r a t e d  by the f o l lo w i n g  quotes from my 

in te r v ie w s  w ith  workers about the  per iod  when they entered  

the  company:

" I  found a jo b  in  a s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m  as a c le a n e r .  
Then I  worked in s id e  CSN but in  a s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m ,  
doing o th e r  rough jobs besides c le a n in g .  A f t e r  I  entered  
t h i s  s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m  I  used to  dream o f  being 
employed by the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. At l e a s t  in  
f i n a n c i a l  terms i t  was the best p la c e .  Every time I  
would f i n d  ou t  about the  opening o f  posts and the  
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  exams, I  would t r y  to  e n t e r " .  ( I n f .  2 9 ) .

" I  en tered  CSN f o r  the f i r s t  t ime in  1973 but I  used to  
work in a s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m .  L a te r  CSN opened f o r  
s e le c t io n  and I  en tered  as a w o rk e r" . ( I n f .  2 1 ) .

" I  s t a r t e d  working in  V o l t a  Redonda in  a s u b -c o n tra c t in g  
f i r m  which worked in s id e  CSN. I  en te red  t h i s  f i r m  as a 
lab ou re r  (s e r v e n te )  and worked on many d i f f e r e n t  tasks .  
I  was employed by c o n t r a c t  and would w a i t  u n t i l  a new

continued and accentuated  through the years .  In  1989 f o r  
example the u n s k i l l e d  workforce accounted f o r  on ly  2,9% o f  
the manual workers .  Sources: Report from the  I n d u s t r i a l
R e la t io n s  Department,  December 1989 and Pimenta, op. c i t .  
page 354.
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jo b  would appear.
-D id  you have to  do any exam to  e n te r  t h i s  f i rm ?
No, no th ing .  Then I  went to  CECISA which was a 
s u b s id ia ry  o f  CSN. When i t  was so ld ,  myself  and o th e r  
workers from CESISA were employed by CSN.” ( I n f .  5 7 ) .

3 . 2 .  Recru itm ent  and S e le c t io n  o f  the Workforce

Although the company sought ways to  r a t i o n a l i s e  the  

s e le c t io n  procedure to  render i t  more uniform and 

impersonal,  networks o f  personal r e l a t i o n s  and c l i e n t e l i s m  

dominated the process in  the 1970s and w el l  in t o  the  1980s 

( 4 9 ) .

A system of  e n t r y  exams had been in o p era t io n  s ince  1952 

when the company t r i e d  to  inaugurate  a "more s c i e n t i f i c  mode 

of  management". Th is  system has been s u b je c t  to  many changes 

over the years but i t  b a s i c a l l y  worked as f o l lo w s .  For semi

s k i l l e d  work, the exam involved a very simple group of  

w r i t t e n  t e s t s  to  show whether the candidate  was l i t e r a t e  (a  

new requirement in the  p l a n t  in  the 1970s) and had mastered  

basic numeracy s k i l l s .  Th is  le v e l  o f  knowledge corresponds in  

B ra z i l  roughly to  the  f i r s t  fo u r  years o f  pr imary school .  For 

s k i l l e d  or te c h n ic a l  jobs  the exam involved a more complex 

w r i t t e n  t e s t  as w el l  as some assessment o f  mechanical and /or  

m e t a l lu r g ic a l  knowledge. The o ther  p a r ts  o f  the exam were a 

psychological  assessment o f  the  candidate  -  which was 

in troduced in the 1960s -  and a medical t e s t .

49. The company’ s a t tem pts  to  r a t i o n a l i s e  i t s  s e le c t io n  
procedures can not on ly  be observed in company records ,  such 
as the annual "Company Reports" ,  but were a lso  acknowledged 
by company managers in te rv ie w e d  f o r  t h i s  research.  I  r e tu rn  
to  t h i s  issue in the  next  ch apters .
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Although almost a l l  s tee lw orkers  in te rv ie w e d  in  t h i s  

research dec la re d  t h a t  they had to  undergo some form o f  exam 

to  e n t e r  the p l a n t ,  the  system was not com ple te ly  impersonal  

and un iform and in  a t  l e a s t  two ways personal co n ta c ts  could  

in f lu e n c e  the s e le c t io n  process.

The f i r s t  p o s s i b i l i t y  arose when i t  was being announced 

to  e x te r n a l  cand idates  t h a t  the company would launch a 

re c ru i tm e n t  d r iv e  and t h a t  a p p l ic a t io n s  would be re c e iv e d  f o r  

the  exams. According to  some accounts, a p p l i c a t i o n s  might be 

open f o r  j u s t  a s in g le  day and p r i o r  knowledge o f  t h a t  could  

be prec ious  in fo rm a t io n  f o r  the  cand ida te .  According t o  o ther  

accounts,  the b ig ,  p u b l ic  and sporadic  r e c ru i tm e n t  d r iv e s  

were supplemented by s m a l le r  re c ru i tm e n t  d r iv e s  f o r  admission  

to  s p e c i f i c  jo b s .  As the f o l lo w in g  statements show, a lthough  

the cand idate  was s t i l l  o b l ig e d  to  undergo the  exam, he did  

have a p r i v i l e g e d  p o s i t io n  over o ther  cand idates  based on the  

support from in s id e  given to  him by the personal networks:

How d id  you e n te r  CSN?
I  had a f r i e n d  and he re fe re e d  my name so t h a t  I  could  
do the exam". ( I n f . 6)

" My b r o t h e r - i n - 1  aw arranged f o r  me to  do th e  exam in  
the  fu rn ace .
-What jo b  is  he in ,  in  the  p lant?
He is  "mestre c a n a l e i r o " . ( I n f .  27)

"-How did  you e n te r  the company?
My f a t h e r - i n - l a w  was ab le  to  f i n d  me a p la c e .  I  had to  
do exams in  Portuguese and maths and a ls o  I  had an 
in te r v ie w  w ith  a p s y c h o lo g is t" .  ( I n f .  28)

The second way in  which the  network o f  personal

r e l a t i o n s  worked was by in f lu e n c in g  the type or lo c a t i o n  o f

the jo b  to  be obta ined by the cand ida te ,  as a r e s u l t  o f  the

in f lu e n c e  and p r e s t ig e  o f  c lose  fa m i ly  members, f o r  example,
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in a p a r t i c u l a r  s e c t io n  o f  the  p l a n t .  Such occurrences were 

not reported  in  g r e a t  numbers and were always a quest ion  o f  

kin  r e l a t i o n s ,  such as the  f a t h e r  a r rang ing  f o r  the entrance  

of  the son. Th is  might i n d i c a t e  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  “work ing-  

c lass  c u l tu r e "  in which "g e n e ra t io n a l  jobs" are  sought by the  

fami 1y .

" -For  me to  e n t e r  the  p l a n t  was a re fe re n c e  from my 
f a t h e r ,  he wanted me to  go to  the same jo b  as h is ,  so I  
f i r s t  worked in  h is  department.  From t h e r e ,  they s tud ied  
other  departments,  a more adequate jo b  because what I  
did in the s t e e l  p l a n t  was very  dangerous, w i th  a l l  t h a t  
f i r e " .  ( I n f .  3 3 ) .

My f a t h e r  worked 24 years a t  CSN, he worked a t  the  
same p lace  where I  l a t e r  went to  work, the  foundry .  To 
do almost the  same type o f  job  as h i s .  This  became 
almost a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the  foundry .  I  don’ t  know how 
i t  is  in  o th e r  departments but t h e r e ,  the  f a t h e r s  leave  
and put t h e i r  sons in t h e i r  p la c e " .  ( I n f .  23)

The importance o f  c l i e n t e l i s t  networks could a lso  be

observed in the r o le  p layed by some b u re a u c ra t ic  union

o f f i c i a l s  o f  the p e r io d ,  in  g iv in g  a "he lp ing  hand" to

newcomers. Although I  have not encountered f i r m  evidence o f

t h i s  p r a c t i c e ,  the f o l lo w i n g  quote a t t e s t s  t h a t  i t  took

place:

"-How did  you e n t e r  the  company?
-Oh, i t  was my f a t h e r  who arranged i t  f o r  me. He asked 
some people from th e  union. They would suggest p e o p le ’ s 
names to  the company and then we would go and do the  
exams t h a t  were needed". ( I n f .  4 4 ) .

At l e a s t  in th e o r y ,  a f t e r  passing the  exam, the  

candidate  was a l l o c a t e d  to  areas where th e r e  was g r e a te r  need 

of  workers and where vacancies  were a v a i l a b l e .  In  p r i n c i p l e  

the job vacancies should be the  best  p o ss ib le  match between 

the c a n d id a t e ’ s s k i l l  and the  jo b  d e s c r i p t i o n .  However, 

judging by w o rk e rs ’ account below, th e re  was a whole area  o f
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personal favou rs  and in s id e r  in fo rm a t io n  which mediated t h i s

process .

"-Who decided and a l l o c a t e d  the  area  in  which you would 
work?
W e l l ,  who decided was the  head o f  department and he 
would say: people have to  accept the jobs  on o f f e r .  
E i t h e r  accept  i t  or leave!  But t h a t  was what they wanted 
us to  b e l i e v e  because I  knew many f r i e n d s  who got t h e i r  
way and went to  the  department t h a t  they wanted most. 
That is  what I  mean by " p o l i t i c s "  a t  the company". ( I n f .  
4 3 ) .

There was a ls o  a " c u l tu r e  o f  pre ferences"  expressed by 

the workers dur ing  my research ,  such t h a t  they would choose 

the se c to r  in  which they would l i k e  to  work and t r y  t o  br ing  

some in f lu e n c e  to  bear ,  e i t h e r  through personal co ntac ts  or  

through a t r a n s f e r e n c e , as soon as the  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  arose.  

Although th e re  was a whole a r ra y  o f  in d iv id u a l  p re fe re n c es ,  

th e re  was a genera l  p a t te rn  in  the choice ,  which might or  

might not be considered by management in a l l o c a t i n g  the  

worker. As the f o l lo w i n g  statements show, w o rk e rs ’ major  

concerns in the s e l e c t i o n  were w ith  h e a l th  problems and the  

dangers invo lved  in  each production se c to r :

"So I  chose th e  r a i l s  department.
-Why did you choose t h i s  department and not another?  
Because o f  in fo rm a t io n  given by people.  I  kept asking  
people which were the best  departments.  I  was w o rr ied  
about dangerous p laces .  Because o f  a mate who was a t  
t h a t  department,  I  stayed t h e r e " .  ( I n f .  5 ) .

" I  d id the exam and th e re  was a p lace f o r  me as h e lp e r  
and I  d id not ta k e  i t .  I  v i s i t e d  th e  department but did  
not take  i t .  Then th e re  was a p lace  in the  s tee l -m a k in g  
department as h e lp e r  I  a ls o  did not take  i t ,  I  p r e f e r r e d  
to  w a i t .  I  w a i ted  one month. Then th e r e  was a p lace  in  
the e l e c t r o l y t i c  f i n i s h i n g  department and I  accepted i t  
( . . . ) .  L i s t e n ,  th e re  are  p laces in  the  company where you 
can only  t a l k  i f  you scream. There are  o th e r  p laces w i th  
g rea t  h e a t .  Others are very  p o l lu t e d .  The p lace where I  
work is  a b i t  b e t t e r ,  th e r e  is  no heat ,  no smell o f  gas 
and the noise is  b e a ra b le " .  ( I n f .  4 7 ) .

213



Another va lued f e a t u r e  was the  le v e l  o f  w o rke rs ’ 

d i s c r e t i o n  and le v e l  o f  management’ s su p erv is io n  over the  

j o b .  However, s ince  very  few jobs a c t u a l l y  o f f e r  such 

f e a t u r e s ,  t h i s  p re fe ren c e  worked as the  " id e a l"  to  which many 

workers wished to  ascend, some day.

3 . 3  Job Progress ion  and Job Promotion

Rather as in the  re c ru i tm e n t  p o l ic y  o u t l in e d  above,  

company management have t r i e d ,  s ince 1968, to  implement a 

system o f  promotion in  which w o rke rs ’ performance is  based on 

" s c i e n t i f i c "  e v a lu a t io n s  and not j u s t  on the length  o f  

s e r v ic e  or  c l i e n t e l i s m  between some workers and management. 

As f a r  as I  know, " s c i e n t i f i c  e v a lu a t io n "  has taken a long 

t im e to  become a widespread p r a c t i c e ,  f o r  a l l  the company’ s 

departments .  As I  w i l l  t r y  to  show, i t  is  on ly  s ince 1988 

t h a t  i t  has been p o s s ib le  to  say t h a t  the  company has a 

b u re a u c ra t ic  system o f  e v a lu a t io n  ( 5 0 ) .  Although the  

company s t a t e s  t h a t  i t  has s t r i v e n  to  implement a " f a i r "  and 

"impersonal"  system o f  e v a lu a t io n  f o r  job  progression and job  

promotion, t h i s  issue has been a c e n t r a l  source of c o n f l i c t

50. For a c l a s s i c  d iscuss ion  o f  the b u re a u c ra t is a t io n  o f  the  
o r g a n is a t io n  o f  work, see Braverman, H . ,  Labor and Monopoly 
C a p i t a l . 1974. For a d iscuss ion  o f  bureaucracy w i t h in  an
o r g a n is a t io n ,  w i t h in  Weber’ s model, see H i l l ,  S. , Chapter 4 
in  C om pet i t ion  and Contro l  a t  Work. 1981. For a d iscussion o f  
the  process of  b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  a t  work, w i th  a focus on the  
c o n tro l  i t  e n t a i l s ,  see L i t t l e r ,  C. The Development o f  the  
Labour Process in C a p i t a l i s t  S o c i e t i e s . 1982 and L i t t l e r ,  C. 
and Salaman, G . , Class a t  Work. 1984.
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between workers and managers s ince  the  1970s ( 5 1 ) .  More

than in  the  r e c r u i tm e n t  system, i t  i s  a l le g e d  t h a t  personal

r e l a t i o n s  and favours  among workers and foremen, or  even

f a m i ly  l i n k s ,  have been c r u c i a l  f o r  a s te e lw o rk er  to  move up

the jo b  ladder  over  the  years .

Workers s t a t e  t h a t  t h i s  system produces i n j u s t i c e ,  in

c o n t r a s t  to  an impersonal and b u re a u c ra t ic  system:

" I  have been working e i g h t  years in  the c o k e - b a t te r y  
p la t fo rm s .  I t  took me t h r e e  years to  get promoted from  
h e lp e r  to  o p e r a to r .  Com peti t ion  was high, th e re  were 
many people going f o r  th e  jo b .  In  the  company th e r e  is  
s t i l l  t h a t  th in g  o f  g iv in g  a hand to  a fa m i ly  member or  
a f r i e n d ,  th e  one you p lay  f o o t b a l l  w i th ,  e t c .  Since I  
had no one to  help me, i t  took me t h a t  long".  ( I n f .  4 2 ) .

" ( . . . )  T ran s fe re nce  from a jo b  has a l o t  to  do w i th  a 
"he lp ing  hand" from the boss. I t  w i l l  depend i f  he l i k e s  
the person and is  w i l i n g  t o  he lp .  I t  r e a l l y  depends i f  
he l i k e s  your fa ce  or n o t" .  ( I n f .  3 3 ) .

Th is  problem is  a ls o  r e l a t e d  to  an "in formal  system o f

t r a i n i n g "  which p r e v a i l s  up to  today in the p l a n t .  With the

excep t ion  o f  the per iod  o f  implementat ion  of  the expansion

programme, when the  company inves ted  in the formal t r a i n i n g

of  i t s  w o rk fo rce ,  th e r e  has u s u a l ly  been l i t t l e  t r a i n i n g  in

the p l a n t  f o r  h o r i z o n t a l  and v e r t i c a l  m o b i l i t y .  There is  on-

t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g ,  which is  done by workers and based on o th e r

w o rke rs ’ he lp ,  in  an in form al  way. But the re c o g n i t io n  of

w o rk e rs ’ "new s k i l l s "  ob ta ined  through " o n - th e - jo b  t r a i n i n g ,

and thus the job  promotion t h a t  should f o l l o w ,  is  dependent

on the foremen and s u p e rv iso rs  re c o g n i t io n  w i t h in  the  p la n t

51. Job progress ion  r e f e r s  to  h o r i z o n t a l  promotion, w i t h in  
the same job  t i t l e .  Operator  I ,  I I ,  I I I  and IV are examples 
o f  job  progress ion  w i t h i n  the jo b  o f  o p e ra to r .  Job promotion  
r e f e r s  to  v e r t i c a l  promotion from one jo b  t i t l e  to  another:  
f o r  example, from o p e ra to r  to  mechanic or  from moldmaker to  
too l  maker.

215



l e v e l .  Not on ly  may t h i s  take  a long t im e but i t  i s  a ls o  an

arena where personal favours  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s  count:

"There is  e x p l o i t a t i o n  here .  The worker f o r  
example, e n te rs  as " t ra in e e "  in  the  production  
s e c to r  and stays as t r a i n e e  f o r  3 ye ars .  In  r e a l i t y  
a f t e r  one month, the  o p era to r  who was supposed to  
t r a i n  you has l e f t  and you are th e r e  w i th  a l l  t h a t  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i th o u t  being paid f o r  i t " .  ( I n f  2 ) .

3 . 4 .  F in a l  Remarks

I  have discussed in  t h i s  s e c t io n  the  th re e  basic  

fe a tu re s  o f  the  employment p o l i c i e s  o f  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company in  the 1970s: namely, the i n t e r n a l  labour market ,

re c ru i tm e n t  and promotion p o l i c i e s .  I t  has been shown t h a t  

the i n t e r n a l  labour  market found in  the company in the  1970s 

was very s i m i l a r ,  in i t s  main f e a t u r e s ,  to  the s t r u c t u r e  

found in the s t e e l  in d u s try  by Stone ( 1973) .  I t  has been 

argued t h a t  a lthough the o f f i c i a l  r h e t o r i c  is  t h a t  the  

company sought ever  more impersonal and b u re a u c ra t ic  p o l i c i e s  

f o r  r e c r u i tm e n t ,  s e le c t io n  and promotion o f  i t s  w orkforce ,  

such a p o l ic y  on ly  took c le a r  shape a t  the  end o f  the  1980s. 

Before then,  workers viewed company p o l i c i e s  as a source of  

d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  some workers and in  favour  o f  o th e rs ,  

where c l i e n t e l i s t  networks and personal r e la t io n s h ip s  a l l i e d  

with s e n i o r i t y ,  determined much o f  the  w o rk e r ’ s r i g h t s  and 

career  prospects in s id e  the company. In  the 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s these p o l i c i e s  generated many s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  between workers and management. I  w i l l  argue and 

show in  the fo l lo w i n g  chapters  t h a t  r e a c t io n  to  what workers  

c a l le d  " u n f a i r "  p o l i c i e s  turned in t o  more organised
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grievances  a f t e r  the "Union Opposit ion Group", which had

emerged on the s h o p - f lo o r  in  1979, won o f f i c e  o f  the

Meta lworkers  Union in  1983.

Besides the p o l i c i e s  o u t l in e d  in  t h i s  s e c t io n ,  two o ther  

s h o p - f lo o r  issues had a g re a t  impact in  the  increased  

m i l i t a n c y  in the  p la n t  and led to  the 1984 s t r i k e  in the

company. These issues w i l l  be discussed in  the  next  chapter .  

They were: 1) the  rep re s s iv e  and a r b i t r a r y  r u le  o f  low lev e l  

managers and foremen in  the day - to -d a y  running o f  the shop- 

f l o o r ,  and 2) the  a p p a l l in g  working c o n d i t io n s  a t  the s te e l  

product ion  s i t e  and the high number o f  a c c id en ts  and deaths

d i r e c t l y  caused during work.

4. Conclusion

This chapter  has presented a general  o u t l i n e  of  the  

h i s to r y  of  the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company from 1946 up to  the  

1970s. I t  has discussed i t s  " s t r a t e g ic "  i n s e r t i o n  in the  

B r a z i l i a n  economy, due to  the importance o f  s t e e l  as a basic  

product f o r  the development of o th e r  i n d u s t r i e s .  The concept  

of  " s t r u c t u r a l  c o n t r a d ic t i o n "  o f  s tate -owned companies has 

helped to  e x p la in  the r e c u r r e n t  f i n a n c i a l  c r i s i s  faced by the  

company as wel l  as the almost complete lack  o f  autonomy from 

c e n tra l  government in terms of dec is ion-m aking  power on such 

c r u c ia l  m atte rs  as product p r ic in g  and wages p o l i c y .

By comparing the ge nera t ion  o f  company s te e lw o rk e rs  from 

the "company town" days w ith  the second and t h i r d  genera t ion

of workers a f t e r  1964, I  have sought to  show t h a t  a lthough in
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the 1970s and 1980s the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company was s t i l l  

sta te -ow n ed ,  s te e lw o rk ers  no longer held any s p ec ia l  

at tachm ent to  the company as they had done during the  "s tee l  

f a m i ly "  years .  The second and t h i r d  genera t ions  r e l a t e  to  the  

h i s t o r y  o f  the  f i r s t  g enera t ion  w ith  a m ix tu re  o f  resp ec t  and 

c r i t i c i s m .  The new ge nera t ion  t r i e s  to  c r e a te  a new image f o r  

i t s e l f ,  less  acquiescent  and no longer  seduced by the  

company’ s "w e l fa re  dream" as the "Arigo" worker used to  be in 

the p a s t .  These younger-genera t ion  workers c a l l  themselves  

"peao", to  mark the idea  t h a t  th e re  is  no longer any 

s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t e r n a l  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between them, as w e l l  as 

to  emphasize a common p r o l e t a r i a n  i d e n t i t y  w i th  the  r e s t  o f  

the B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s .

Th is  break w ith  the  " n a t i o n a l i s t  past" should not,  

however, be viewed in ab so lu te  terms. The " s t r u c t u r a l  

c o n t r a d ic t i o n "  exper ienced by s t a t e - s e c t o r  s t e e l  companies in  

the B r a z i l i a n  economy c rea ted  a framework o f  te ns io n  between 

the aims o f  t h e i r  d i r e c t o r s  and the r o le  a t t r i b u t e d  to  the  

companies by government. Thus, a t  the N a t ion a l  S tee l  Company, 

the " s t r u c t u r a l  s t a t e  o f  c o n f l i c t "  which developed between 

workers and management a f t e r  1979 w ith  the  b i r t h  o f  the  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement has a ls o  been accompanied by moments o f  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  between these two groups, a g a in s t  government 

p o l i c i e s  towards the p l a n t  and the s te e l  s e c to r  as a whole.  

I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  in the h i s t o r y  o f  th e  company, 

n a t io n a l is m  has played on and o f f  the r o le  o f  fo rg in g  common 

i n t e r e s t s  between workers and management. Th is  was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  e v id e n t  in the  e a r l y  days o f  the  company, but i t
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re tu rn ed  during the  p o p u l is t  years o f  the second Vargas  

Government (1 9 5 1 -1 9 5 4 ) ;  during the presidency o f  Joao G o u la r t  

and in  1985-1986 when Sarney ’ s government in s ta t e d  a 

n a t i o n a l i s t i c  r h e t o r i c  and company management pursued "more 

democrat ic"  s t y le s  o f  management.

As f a r  as the  company’ s employment and manageria l  

p o l i c i e s  are  concerned, I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  a lthough  

th e  p a t e r n a l i s t  p o l i c i e s  o f  the past  d id  not s u rv iv e  as a 

whole,  the 1970s and e a r l y  1980s witnessed a combination o f  

"personal and a r b i t r a r y "  types o f  management w i th  more 

"modern" -  impersonal and b u re a u c ra t ic  forms. Although the  

company g ra d u a l ly  implemented f u r t h e r  programmes o f  

r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  and b u re a u c ra t ic  c o n tro l  over the w orkforce ,  

t r a c e s  o f  past  p o l i c i e s  are s t i l l  p resent  through two 

elements: 1) the s u rv iv a l  o f  the " g i r a f f e "  and the " fa m i ly

bonus"; and 2) the s u rv iv a l  to  some e x t e n t  o f  c l i e n t e l i s t  

networks which a l lo w  f o r  qu icker  jo b  progression and b e t t e r  

promotion, as w el l  as o th e r  employment improvements.

F i n a l l y ,  i t  can be argued t h a t  a l though changes in  

manageria l p o l i c i e s  from the company-town days and a f t e r  were 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e la t e d  to  e x te rn a l  f a c t o r s  such as the  

p r o f i t a b i l i t y  c r i s i s  o f  the company, i t s e l f  c rea ted  by 

co m pet i t ion  and p r ic e  p o l i c i e s ,  the emergence o f  an organised  

and m obi l ised  workforce in the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, a f t e r  

1979, produced new c o n f l i c t s  and c o n t r a d ic t io n s  to  which 

management had to  respond. The ways in which these c o n f l i c t s  

were played out between workers and management, and the  

changes t h a t  were implemented a f t e r  th e  b i r t h  of the  "new
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u n io n is t"  movement in V o l t a  Redonda, are the themes o f  the  

f o l lo w in g  chapters .
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PART TWO: THE CASE STUDY

A MICRO-ANALYSIS OF "NEW UNIONISM"

AND THE STEELWORKERS FROM THE NATIONAL STEEL COMPANY



CHAPTER 4

COMPANY POLICIES AND SHOP-FLOOR CONFLICTS,

THE EMERGENCE OF THE "NEW UNIONIST" MOVEMENT 

AT VOLTA REDONDA. 1979-1984

This  ch apter  opens P a r t  Two o f  the t h e s i s ,  where the core  

of  the da ta  c o l l e c t e d  from the case study is  presented.  P a r t  

Two is  made up o f  th re e  chapters ,  each one c o n c e n tra t in g  on a 

p a r t i c u l a r  p e r io d ,  namely 1979-1984,  1985-1987 and August 1987-  

1990. The p e r i o d i s a t i o n  has been based on the  developments in  

the union movement, the  c o n f l i c t s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r  and the  

company p o l i c i e s  put forward in the d i f f e r e n t  per iods .

This  ch apter  d iscusses the emergence o f  the  "new u n io n is t"  

movement a t  V o l t a  Redonda. The account o f  the  per iod  presents  

the da ta  c o l l e c t e d  from f ie ld w o rk  regard ing  the  emergence o f  

the "Union O p pos it ion  Group" in 1979 and i t s  r i s e  to  power in  

1983. The ch apter  c loses  w ith  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the  1984 s t r i k e ,  

the f i r s t  ever  in  the h i s t o r y  o f  the N a t iona l  Stee l  Company, 

and shows how th e  "new u n io n is t"  leaders  l e g i t im a t e d  t h e i r  

power as union o f f i c i a l s  in  the eyes o f  the rank and f i l e .

The f i r s t  s e c t io n  discusses manageria l p o l i c i e s  in  the  

period preceding the  emergence o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement. 

I t  descr ibes  th e  a t tem pts  made by top le v e l  management, w i th  

the help o f  a consultancy f i r m ,  to  modernise what were 

c l a s s i f i e d  as "o bso le te  methods" o f  a d m in is t r a t io n ,  d e c is io n 

making and labour fo rc e  management. The changes were intended
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to  prepare the  ground f o r  the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  te c h n o lo g ic a l  

in nova t io ns  r e s u l t i n g  from phases two and th re e  o f  the  

expansion Plan D. Besides a general a d m in is t r a t i v e

r e o r g a n i s a t i o n , the  company implemented two im portan t  p o l i c i e s .  

The f i r s t ,  was to  t r a n s f e r  to s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m s  jobs t h a t  

were not considered e s s e n t ia l  to  s t e e l - m a k in g . Th is  d e l im i te d  

two d i f f e r e n t  labour  markets, one o f  core workers and another  

of non-core workers .  The second p o l ic y  r e -s t r u c t u r e d  and 

c e n t r a l i s e d  the  maintenance system in  the s te e l  p la n t .  As 

suggested by au thors  who have s tud ied  process i n d u s t r i e s ,  these  

two p o l i c i e s  can be in t e r p r e t e d  as a r e s u l t  o f  the  general  

tendency in process in d u s t r ie s  to  increase  p l a n t  p r o d u c t i v i t y .  

The p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the managerial p o l i c i e s  of  the per iod  aims 

to  show the u n d e r ly in g  co n d i t io n s  and o r g a n is a t io n  o f  work in 

the p l a n t ,  as w e l l  as the r e l a t i o n s  between workers and 

managers.

Fo l low ing the  a n a ly s is  o f  manageria l p o l i c i e s ,  the se c t io n  

p in p o in ts  the  two most im portant  sources o f  s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  in  the  p l a n t  in t h i s  p e r io d ,  namely, management 

"despotism” and bad working c o n d i t io n s .  The s e c t io n  shows how 

these s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were g e n e r a l ly  experienced by 

workers a t  t h a t  t im e a t  an in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  as opposed to  any 

organised c o l l e c t i v e  response and a c t io n .

Sect ion  Two goes on to  d e scr ib e  the b i r t h  o f  the  

"Opposit ion Group" among s tee lw o rk ers  from the N a t iona l  Stee l  

Company. I t  shows how t h i s  group i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  "new u n io n is t"  

ideas by q u e s t io n in g ,  f o r  example, the c o r p o r a t i s t  system and 

by ta k in g  s h o p - f lo o r  problems as the m o b i l is in g  banner of
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workers.  In  t h i s  respect ,  the s t ru g g le  f o r  the "s ix  days o f  

work to  two days o f  f r e e  time" -  which the "Opposit ion  

Movement" took in to  to  n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management in  1979 -  

was a tu rn in g  p o in t  in the w o rk e rs ’ r e c o g n i t io n  o f  and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in ,  the "Union Opposit ion" movement. I t  w i l l  be 

shown how the  "Opposit ion Group" won th e  e l e c t i o n  to  the  union  

e x e cu t iv e  in  1983 and t r i e d  to  implement a new form o f  union  

government, in sharp c o n t ra s t  w i th  th e  former b u re a u c ra t ic  

union, under the lea dersh ip  of  Lustosa.

F i n a l l y ,  Sect ion Three o u t l i n e s  th e  events lead ing  to  the  

1984 s t r i k e  and the problems faced by the "new u n io n is t "  

leaders  during the s t r i k e .  I t  a lso  discusses the a c c e n tu a t io n  

of  d i f f e r e n c e s  among "new u n io n is t"  leaders  and a c t i v i s t s .  

Despite  the f a c t  t h a t  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  from both groups have 

remained on the un ion ’ s e x ecu t iv e  throughout the years ,  the  

chapter  descr ibes  how the p o l i t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  a l re a d y  p res en t  

in 1983 a t  the t ime of s l a t e  fo rm a t io n ,  were accentuated even 

f u r t h e r  a f t e r  1984.

1. Manageria l  P o l i c i e s  and Shop-Floor C o n f l i c t s  in  th e  P er iod  

Preceding the  Emergence o f  the Union O ppos it ion  Movement

1 .1 .  Changes in  the  Company’ s P o l i c i e s  in  Response t o  th e  

P r o f i t a b i l i t y  C r i s i s  and in  P re p a ra t io n  f o r  the  Expansion 

PI an D

The basic  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  management p o l ic y  in  the  

period before  1979 was an a t tem pt to  prepare  the workforce  f o r

223



changes due to  the in t ro d u c t io n  of  new technology under  

expansion plan D. Of the  numerous measures o u t l in e d  in  company 

records and in te r v ie w s ,  th re e  se ts  appear as the most 

im portant :  1) m odern isat ion and g r e a te r  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  the  

a d m in is t r a t i v e  system o f  the  company and the p l a n t ,  as proposed 

by the c o n su l ta n t  f i r m ,  Ar thur  D. L i t t l e ;  2) changes in  the  

composition of  the w ork force ,  w i th  the ac tua l  demarcation o f  a 

group o f  core and non-core workers; and 3) complete re 

s t r u c t u r in g  o f  the maintenance system in the p l a n t .

As p r o f i t a b i l i t y  c r i s i s  deepened, an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

consultancy agency, A r th u r  D. L i t t l e ,  was c a l l e d  in  to  analyse  

the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company’ s s t r u c t u r e  and to  propose changes 

in the way i t  was run ( 1 ) .  According to  D. L i t t l e ,  t h e i r  

o b je c t iv e  was to  change the p ra c t ic e s  in the company which were 

not "c o n s is ten t  w ith  the  most modern methods and p r i n c i p l e s  o f  

good a d m in is t ra t io n "  ( 2 ) .  Thus, among the proposals  was a 

r e o rg a n is a t io n  of  the a u t h o r i t y  s t r u c t u r e :  a c l e a r e r  d i v i s i o n  

o f  labour among w h i t e - c o l l a r  jobs to  reduce the importance o f  

in d iv id u a l  d ec is ions ,  by s tan d a rd is in g  the phases o f  d e c is io n 

making and the a l l o c a t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  ( 3 ) .

This process was accompanied by an a t tem pt to  improve the

1. According to  a r e p o r t  by Arthur  D. L i t t l e  the  "d iagnosis  
period" took p lace from 1972 to  1975. Source: " R e la t o r io  F ina l  
de Reorganizagao". N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. September 1975.

2. Source: " R e la to r io  F in a l  de Reorganizacao" . N a t io na l  S tee l  
Company. September 1975 page 4.

3. According to  a Working Group’ s Report of  1972, the company 
was faced w ith  many problems due to  a not so c l e a r  s t r u c t u r e  o f  
a u t h o r i t y  and a l l o c a t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  Source: 
"RelatoVio  do Grupo de Trabalho Geral da CSN". N a t iona l  S tee l  
Company". 1972 page 45.
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t e c h n i c a l ,  a d m in is t r a t i v e  and p lann ing  s e c to rs ,  to  make them 

more a g i l e  and f l e x i b l e  in  f a c in g  the ups and downs o f  the  

government’ s macro-economic p o l i c i e s .  Another major change 

proposed by D. L i t t l e  was a r e - s t r u c t u r  i ng in  the  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  job  t i t l e s  and the v e r t i c a l  and h o r i z o n t a l  

forms o f  c a re e r  r is e s  ( 4 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  new company s t a t u t e s  were 

d r a f te d  to  d e f in e  the r i g h t s  and d u t ie s  o f  employer and 

employees ( 5 ) .  Although the  proposals  were medium and long 

term o b je c t iv e s ,  D. L i t t l e  suggested a f u r t h e r  break w i th  past  

c l i e n t e l i s t  p ra c t ic e s  and a search f o r  a more r a t i o n a l  and 

b u re a u c ra t ic  system o f  management.

The second major f e a t u r e  o f  the per iod was an a t tem pt  by 

the company to  reduce i t s  manning l e v e l s .  This  was a d i r e c t  

r e s u l t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  o f  the  company by SEPLAN, which placed  

overmanning a t  the top o f  th e  l i s t  o f  f a c t o r s  involved in the  

c r i s i s  o f  state-owned companies. In  the e v a lu a t io n  made by 

Arthur  D. L i t t l e ,  the issue o f  overmanning was a lso  emphasised 

but in respect  to  the o ld e r  ge n era t ion  of  manual workers.  

According to  the c o n s u l ta n t  f i r m ,  low p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e ls  

r e f l e c t e d  the  la rg e  number o f  o l d e r  workers w ith  low m o t iv a t io n  

and r e s i s t a n t  to  change. The company t h e r e f o r e  s t a r t e d  to  

implement a p o l ic y  which envisaged la y in g  o f f  o ld e r  workers by 

prov id ing  indemnity payments f o r  those who agreed to  e a r l y

4. The co n s u l t in g  f i r m  c a r r i e d  ou t  research to  d e f in e ,  descr ibe  
and c l a s s i f y  each jo b  t i t l e  and to  lo ca te  i t  w i t h in  a 
h ie ra rc h y .  The f i r m  a lso  conducted a research p r o j e c t  regard ing  
the wage le v e ls  in comparison w i th  the  reg iona l  and n a t io n a l  
s te e l  labour market. Op. c i t .  1975 page 16.

5. Source: "E s t a t u t o s " . N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. 1974.
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r e t i  re m e n t  ( 6 ) .

The most s i g n i f i c a n t  p o l ic y  change on overmanning,  

however, was to  decrease the le v e ls  o f  workforce employment.  

A l l  a c t i v i t i e s  c l a s s i f i e d  by the company as " e x te rn a l"  to  the  

product ion  o f  s t e e l  would be p ro g re s s iv e ly  t r a n s f e r r e d  to  sub

c o n t r a c t in g  f i r m s  ( 7 ) .  As a r e s u l t ,  th e re  was a r e 

o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the  d i v i s i o n  of labour w i t h in  the p l a n t  and a 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between core and non-core workers ( 8 ) .  

Although a g r e a t  p a r t  o f  the non-core jobs were r e la t e d  to  

c le an ing  or  c o n s t ru c t io n  work done by u n s k i l l e d  or  s e m i - s k i l l e d  

la b o u re rs ,  the  company a lso  t r a n s f e r r e d  some s k i l l e d  jobs to  

s u bco n trac t in g  f i r m s  ( 9 ) .

Th is  t re n d  o f  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  between a group o f  core  

workers, w i t h  b e t t e r  and more s t a b le  employment co n d i t io n s  in  

comparison to  non-core workers was a response to  problems o f  

"over-manning".  However, i t  can a lso  be i n t e r p r e t e d ,  as 

suggested by au thors  l i k e  Guerra F e r r e i r a  (1988)  and Borges 

(1 9 8 3 ) ,  as a t y p i c a l  tendency of process in d u s t r ie s  a t tem pt ing

6. The t u r n - o v e r  o f  o ld e r  workers was helped during t h i s  per iod  
by the f u r t h e r  implementat ion of the FGTS and indemnity bonuses 
f o r  those workers w i l l i n g  to  apply f o r  e a r l i e r  r e t i r e m e n t .  
Source: Estado de Sao P a u lo . A p r i l  6 1976.

7. Sources: "A Expansao na CSN". N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. 1977 
page 2, and "Dados Sobre a Evolucao da CSN 1946-1984".  N at iona l  
Steel  Company. February 1986 page 8.

8. As po in ted  ou t  in Chapter 3 in  t h i s  t h e s is ,  t h i s  p o l ic y  o f  
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between core and non-core workers would r e s u l t  
in the c lo s in g  o f  the p o r t  o f  e n t ry  o f  u n s k i l l e d  labour in the  
Nationa l  S te e l  Company. For more d e t a i l s  see Chapter 3, Sect ion
3.

9. Source: In t e r v i e w  w i th  company manager A p r i l  1988, manager 
number 1.
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to  increase  p l a n t  p r o d u c t i v i t y .  Guerra F e r r e i r a  (1 9 8 8 :3 )  has 

suggested t h a t  th e re  is  a tendency in  the  s t e e l  process  

in d u s t ry  to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  workers by t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  importance  

to  the product ion  f lo w .  Under t h i s  c r i t e r i o n ,  maintenance and 

process workers would be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  from o th er  manual 

workers such as u n s k i l l e d  and a n c i l l a r y  grades.

According to  Guerra F e r r e i r a  ( 1 9 8 8 : 4 ) ,  management t r i e s  to  

implement p o l i c i e s  to  " s t a b i l i s e "  the s t r a t e g i c  group, c r e a t in g  

a p a r t i c u l a r  type of  i n t e r n a l  labour market in  which o th e r  jobs  

are  " d e s t a b i l i s e d "  or  de legated  to  " e x te rn a l"  w o rk fo rce ,  in ,  

f o r  example, s u b -c o n tra c t in g  f i r m s .  Guerra F e r r e i r a  has 

suggested as a f u r t h e r  hypothesis  t h a t  t h i s  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  can 

be r e la t e d  to  te ch n o lo g ic a l  innovat ions  which a l lo w ,  on the  one 

hand, f o r  a c le a r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  s t r a t e g i c  and n o n - s t r a te g ic  

p o in ts  in production and, on the o th e r  hand, f o r  a replacement  

of  some s t r a t e g i c  jobs through automation in  the  production  

process. The company’ s u l t im a t e  o b je c t iv e  would thus be to  

reduce manpower costs by reducing the number o f  workers  

employed. At the same t im e ,  the improved employment s i t u a t i o n  

of  core workers,  in  comparison w ith  non-core workers ,  would 

a l lo w  management to  demand of  them g r e a te r  l e v e ls  o f  commitment 

and a c t iv e  in t e r v e n t io n  in  the product ion  process ( 1 0 ) .  This  

managerial demand is  a ls o  aimed a t  improving product ion  f lows  

and reducing the number o f  stoppages between production

10. Although a t  t h i s  p o in t  in t ime th e re  was no c l e a r  cut  
managerial p o l ic y  on g r e a te r  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  I  w i l l  show in 
Chapters 5 and 6 how such a p o l ic y  was implemented in  view of  
even g re a te r  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  and e f f i c i e n c y  from core workers.
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seq uences  ( 1 1 ) .

Taking up t h i s  general s ta tement  and r e l a t i n g  i t  to  the  

case study in  ques t ion ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  suggest t h a t  such a 

t ren d  was ta k in g  p lace a t  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company a t  the end 

o f  the 1970s. Two o ther  developments would tend to  conf irm  

t h i s .  F i r s t ,  the  te ch n o lo g ica l  inno va t io ns  under phases two and 

th re e  o f  expansion plan D marked a tu rn in g  p o in t  in s o fa r  as 

they replaced the  s te e l  technology in the p l a n t  and introduced  

a g r e a te r  le v e l  o f  automation in the product ion  process. In  

Table 4.1  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  see the t im e t a b le  f o r  the  expansion  

and te c h n o lo g ic a l  modernisat ion a t  the company.

11. As a l re a d y  discussed in  the In t r o d u c t io n  to  t h i s  t h e s is ,  
although process in d u s t r ie s  tend c o n t inuo us ly  to  expand the  
le v e l  o f  automation in  order  to  i n t e g r a t e  the production  
process, the c o n t i n u i t y  o f  the product ion  process is  h e a v i ly  
dependent on the in t e r v e n t io n  o f  core workers to  re s to re  
in te r r u p te d  product ion  or to  deal s w i f t l y  w i th  unforeseen  
problems and emergencies. This type o f  in t e r v e n t i o n  is  ro u t in e  
to  core workers and has not been e l im in a t e d  even by high le v e ls  
o f  automation. For more d e t a i l s  on t h i s  s u b je c t  see Guerra  
F e r r e i r a  1988 and Borges 1983.
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T a b l e  4 .  1

C h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  o f  P l a n  D -  E x p a n s i o n  and 
T e c h n o l o g i c a l  M o d e r n i s a t i o n  a t  t h e  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company and i t s  T h r e e  
D i f f e r e n t  P h a s e s  o f  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

P l a n  D 
and  i t s  
Di  f f e r e n t  
P h a s e s

F o r e c a s t
o f
B e g i  n n i  ng 
and
C o m p le -
t i o n
D a t e s

A c t u a l  
C o m p le -  
t i o n  D a te

I n c r e a s e d  
C a p a c i  t y  
i n  L i q u i d  
S t e e l  
( t o n n e /  

y e a r )

Phase  1 1 9 6 9 - 1 9 7 3 1975 1 , 5 0 0 . 0 0 0

Pha se  2 1 9 7 3 - 1 9 7 6 1980 2 , 0 0 0 . 0 0 0

P hase  3 1 9 7 6 -1 9 8 1 1987 4 , 6 0 0 . 0 0 0

1 9 4 6 - 1 9 8 4 ^  
" R e a l i  z a c o e s  e 
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l

N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company.  1 9 8 8 ;  
P e r s p e c t i v a s  1 9 7 4 - 1 9 9 0 " .  
Company 1984 and  " P l a n  D“ . 
Company.  1 98 5 .
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Moreover, t h i s  expansion programme reorganised the  s k i l l  

composit ion o f  the w orkforce and def ined  more c l e a r l y  the  

" s t r a t e g i c "  and the "n o n -s t r a te g ic "  jobs and s e c to rs  o f  

prod uc t ion .  Second, a f t e r  the  beginning o f  the expansion  

programme D in  1975, many f i rm s  were crea ted  or  s e t  up in  V o l ta  

Redonda to  provide the company w ith  the necessary s e rv ic e s  f o r  

the  expansion stage .  Although the ex is te n c e  o f  these f i rm s  

f l u c t u a t e d  a g re a t  deal because of  the i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  the  

expansion programme, they did  expand the reg io na l  and loca l  

labour  markets, c r e a t in g  co n d i t io n s  f o r  a labour  market o f  

"non-core" workers to  e x i s t .  The e n d - r e s u l t  was the  e r e c t io n  o f  

two in t e r n a l  labour markets in  the company. Core workers are  

employed by the company w i th  higher  wages, jo b  advancement 

prospects and b e t t e r  working c o n d i t io n s .  Non-core workers are  

employed by s u b -c o n tra c t in g  f i r m s ,  w ith  lower wages and much 

worse working c o n d i t io n s ,  as shown in Table 4 . 2 .
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T a b l e  4 . 2

Number  o f  F a t a l  A c c i d e n t s  Among W o r k e r s  a t  
t h e  N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company i n  t h e  P e r i o d  
1 9 7 9 - 1 9 8 4

Y e a r Among W o r k e r s  
E m p lo y e d  by 
t h e  Company

Among 
W o r k e r s  
E m p lo y e d  by  
S u b -
C o n t r a c t i  ng 
F i  rms

1979 3 10

1980 4 16

1981 1 8

1 982 2 3

1 983 3 0

1984 4 2

1 9 9 0 " .  N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  
B u l l e t i n  f r o m  t h e  H e a l t h ,  
M e d i c i n e  a t  W o r k .  N a t i o n a l  
1 989 .

Company.  1984 and  
S a f e t y  and 
S t e e l  Company
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From Table  4 . 2 ,  i t  i s  po ss ib le  to  see t h a t  in a comparison 

o f  the number o f  f a t a l  acc id ents  between the  group o f  core  

workers employed by the company and the  group of  non-core  

workers employed by s u b -c o n tra c t in g  f i r m s ,  the l a t t e r  group has 

s u f fe re d  the  g r e a te s t  number o f  f a t a l  a c c id e n ts .

The l a s t  im portant  change in the per iod  was a complete re 

s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  the maintenance system in  the p l a n t .  This  may be 

in t e r p r e t e d  as a basic concomitant o f  the  te c h n o lo g ic a l  

modern isat ion  programme. As suggested by Borges ( 1 9 8 3 : 8 0 - 8 2 ) ,  

the  maintenance sec to r  has a s t r a t e g i c  p a r t  to  p lay in  the  

o p era t io n  and p r o f i t a b i l i t y  le v e l  o f  process i n d u s t r i e s ,  above 

a l l  by l i m i t i n g  the number o f  stoppages o f  the product ion  f lo w  

due to  machine f a i l u r e  or breakdown. As s tee l -m a k in g  is  a rough 

process, the  re s is ta n c e  o f  machinery is  c o n s ta n t ly  in quest ion  

and a g r e a t  deal o f  r e p a i r  and emergency maintenance is  needed. 

Moreover, the planned l i f e t i m e  o f  the  machinery is  only  

guaranteed i f  i t  rece ives  the  a p p ro p r ia te  maintenance ( 1 2 ) .

According to  management sources, the major change in  

maintenance during t h i s  per iod  was the t r a n s i t i o n  from a de-

12. As a l re a d y  in d ic a te d  in  the  In t r o d u c t io n  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  
the p r o d u c t i v i t y  o f  process in d u s t r i e s  is  not d i r e c t l y  
dependent on the  d i r e c t  rhythm o f  p roduct ion ,  but on "economies 
o f  t im e" .  "Economies o f  time" r e l y  on the g r e a te s t  p o s s ib le  
c o n t i n u i t y  between product ion  sequences, the l e a s t  number of  
stoppages, and the best u t i 1i s a t i o n  o f  i n s t a l l e d  c a p a c i ty .  Th is  
process in  tu rn  r e l i e s  on two main fe a t u r e s :  the i n t e r v e n t io n  
and engagement o f  core workers and an e f f i c i e n t  maintenance  
system. For more d e t a i l s  see Borges 1983 page 80.
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c e n t r a l i s e d  to  a c e n t r a l i s e d  system ( 1 3 ) .  The b e n e f i t s  o f

such an approach spring  from the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  reducing the  

number o f  maintenance workers and making a more r a t i o n a l  use o f  

t h e i r  t im e .  At the N at iona l  S tee l  Company th ere  are  two types  

o f  maintenance department. One is  the  maintenance workshop, 

invo lved  in the manufacture o f  spare p a r ts  f o r  machinery and 

t o o l s .  The o ther  is  engaged in  what is  c a l le d  "emergency" and 

" p re v en t ive "  maintenance. The r e - s t r u c t u r i n g  a f f e c t e d  t h i s  

second ty pe .  Whereas each s e c t io n  o f  the  p la n t  used to  have a 

s k i l l e d  maintenance group to  in te rv e n e  according to  needs, to  

new system o f  c e n t r a l i s e d  maintenance in c re a s in g ly  invo lved  

advance planning and more r a t i o n a l  use o f  the  w o rk e rs ’

resources.  The new Department o f  Mechanical Maintenance

( Departamento de Manutencao Mecanica -  DMM) encompasses a la rg e  

number o f  mechanics and e l e c t r i c i a n s  under a c e n t r a l i s e d  

a d m in is t ra t io n  and in a c e n t r a l i s e d  lo c a t io n .

1 . 2 .  Sources o f  Shop-Floor C o n f l i c t s  in the  P er io d .  The

"Despotism" o f  Shop-Floor Management

At the same t ime t h a t  the  changes o u t l in e d  above were 

being implemented and the m odern isa t ion  o f  managerial p o l i c i e s

13. In  an in te rv ie w  w ith  company manager number 3, i t  was 
suggested t h a t  a f t e r  the re o r g a n is a t io n  of the maintenance  
s e c to r ,  some h ig h ly  s p e c i a l is e d  maintenance s e rv ice s  a ls o  began 
to  be done ou ts ide  the company, by s u b -c o n tra c t in g  f i r m s .  Other  
sources on the re o rg a n is a t io n  o f  maintenance were: 1) an
in te r v ie w  w ith  a te c h n ic a l  l e v e l  s tee lw o rk e r  -  In fo rm ant  9 -  
who was working in th e  Department o f  Production Planning when 
these changes were ta k in g  p la ce ;  and 2) in te r v ie w  w i t h  a 
s k i l l e d  s tee lw orker  working in  the  maintenance department a t  
the  end o f  the 1970s -  In fo rm a nt  22.
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was being sought, the prev ious system o f  c l i e n t e l i s m  and 

d i s c r im in a t o r y  manageria l p r a c t ic e s  continued to  o p e ra te  on the  

s h o p - f l o o r .  In  Chapter 3, I  have o u t l in e d  the  bas ic  s t r u c t u r e  

o f  the  company’ s employment p o l i c i e s  in  the 1970s and shown how 

they were s t ro n g ly  in f lu e n ce d  by c l i e n t e l i s m  and a r b i t r a r y  r u le  

by lower le v e l  managers and foremen. In  t h i s  ch ap te r  I  w i l l  

c o n c e n tra te  on two o ther  sources c o n f l i c t  a t  the  ro o t  o f  the  

s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  which developed a f t e r  1979: th e  f i r s t  issue  

concerns the c o n f l i c t s  which arose from the "despot ic"  power o f  

s h o p - f lo o r  management and foremen and the second r e l a t e s  w ith  

bad working c o n d i t io n s .  In  t h i s  sec t ion  I  w i l l  c o n c e n tra te  on 

the f i  r s t  poi n t .

There were two types o f  superv isory  employee a t  the  shop- 

f l o o r  le v e l  o f  the N a t io n a l  Steel  Company a t  the  t im e ,  the  

foreman ( encarregado) ( 14)  and the "sen ior  s k i l l e d "  worker

( m e s t re ) ( 1 5 ) .  The foreman had a d m in is t r a t i v e  and management

14. The foreman is  seen by workers as "one o f  them" because o f  
h is  l i n k s  w ith  management in terms of i d e n t i t y  and jo b  ladder  
prospec ts .  At the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company the fo rem an’ s jo b  is  
a lower middle range jo b ,  in the " a d m in is t r a t iv e  jo b  la d d e r" .  
The lowest rank below the  foreman is  the  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  h e lper  
and the  h ighest  ranks are  the managers. The managers may be 
e i t h e r  engineers c a r r y in g  out managerial fu n c t io n s  or  o ther  
c o l le g e  degree w h i t e - c o l l a r  workers w ith  fu n c t io n s  o f  support  
to  managers.

15. The se n io r  s k i l l e d  worker by c o n t r a s t ,  is  considered  by the  
workers as "one o f  us" because of t h e i r  common t r a j e c t o r i e s .  
U n t i l  very  r e c e n t ly ,  th e  "sen ior  s k i l l e d "  was a manual worker  
who worked h is  way up the  jo b  ladder through s e n i o r i t y ,  s h or t  
courses and a l o t  o f  exper ience  on a p a r t i c u l a r  phase o f  
prod u c t io n .  He is  u s u a l ly  l i k e d  and respected by o th e r  workers  
and they share a s t rong  c o m p l ic i ty  d e s p i te  th e  formal  
h i e r a r c h i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  The ambiguous s i t u a t i o n  of  the  
"s e n io r  s k i l l e d " ,  however, is  a source o f  a n x ie ty  f o r  those who 
do not wish to  e x e r t  a r b i t r a r y  power over the  workers ,  as 
i l l u s t r a t e d  in the f o l lo w i n g  quote:

"They (management) would i n s i s t  in  t r a i n i n g  courses
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ro le s  regard ing  the  workforce but l i t t l e  " te c h n ic a l  knowledge" 

of  the  product ion  process. The d i r e c t  a u t h o r i t y  over  workers 

regard ing  product ion  issues was de legated  to  the  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  

worker,  who was in  tu rn  subord inate  to  the  en g ineers  and the  

planning department.  Although the se n io r  s k i l l e d  had a u t h o r i t y  

over w o rk e rs ’ d i s c i p l i n a r y  issues, i t  was the  foreman who would 

have the l a s t  word on d i s c i p l i n a r y  m a t te rs ,  promotion and 

t r a n s f e r  o f  workers.

At the company during t h i s  p e r io d ,  the formal d i s c i p l i n a r y  

system consis ted  o f  fo u r  types o f  p e n a l t i e s  which could be 

a p p l ie d  to  a worker,  according to  the  ser iousness o f  h is  

i n f r a c t i o n :  a warning, a reprimand, temporary suspension and 

dismissa l  f o r  " j u s t  cause" ( 1 6 ) .  According t o  th e  Personnel  

Manual, p e n a l t i e s  could only be given to  workers by the head of  

the department h im se l f  and had to  be r e g is t e r e d  in  the  

employee’ s work record .  Up u n t i l  today ,  a bad record can 

undermine a w o rk e r ’ s access to  job  progress ion  and promotion 

in s id e  the company. Although the Manual s p e c i f i c a l l y  s ta te s  

t h a t  o ra l  remarks made by lower ranking managers are  not 

considered a formal p e n a l ty ,  in p r a c t i c e ,  the  na tu re  o f  shop-

t h a t  a s e n io r  s k i l l e d  should not e a t  w i th  o th e r  
workers or s tay  w ith  them during breaks.  I  have never  
had t h i s  type  of  behaviour,  I  have always t r i e d  to  
ac t  in the  best poss ib le  way. I  was lucky I  have 
always had the  best poss ib le  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  my 
subord inates  and our group has always produced very  
we l l .  We were a t  the top amongst the o th e r  groups"
( I n f .  8 -  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  w o rke r ) .

16. As f a r  as I  am aware from in fo rm a t io n  g iven by management, 
the d i s c i p l i n a r y  code used by management is  s t i l l  based on the  
"Personnel R egula t ions"  da t ing  back to  1970. The p e n a l t ie s  
c i t e d  co n s is t  o f  A r t i c l e  22 on the " d i s c i p l i n a r y  regime".
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f l o o r  work meant t h a t  i t  was the foreman and s e n io r  s k i l l e d  

workers who suggested t o  the head o f  department t h a t  a worker  

should be punished. Th is  was one o f  the bases o f  power which 

foremen and some s e n io r  s k i l l e d  workers used to  e x e r c is e  over  

manual workers ( 1 7 ) .

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between manual workers and foremen 

generated many c o n f l i c t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r .  Although by t h i s  

p o in t  in  t im e,  the  company had changed many o f  i t s  p o l i c i e s  

from the p a t e r n a l i s t  mode o f  the company-town days, personal  

r e la t io n s h ip s  s t i l l  p layed an important  r o le  in  th e  everyday  

l i f e  on the s h o p - f lo o r .  According to  accounts by in form ants ,  

the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  improvements in  a w o rke r ’ s s i t u a t i o n  -such 

as promotion, jo b  r e c o g n i t io n  or job  t r a n s f e r  -  depended 

h e a v i ly  on c l i e n t e l i s t  networks and a system o f  fa vours  between 

some foremen and p a r t i c u l a r  workers.  Although some workers made 

use o f  these networks f o r  t h e i r  own b e n e f i t ,  o th e rs  f e l t  very  

r e s e n t fu l  and descr ibed the N at iona l  Stee l  Company as un jus t  

( 1 8 ) .  As the f o l lo w i n g  accounts demonstrate, foremen had a

17. The workers c a l l  a l l  th re e  d i s c i p l i n a r y  procedures as 
"gancho" and many in formants  made a p o in t  in  the  in te r v ie w s  to  
s t re s s  e i t h e r  t h a t  they have not had any "gancho" dur ing  t h e i r  
working l i f e  or t h a t  the  "gancho" on them had been the  r e s u l t  
of  un ju s t  measures by management. This a t t e s t e d  to  the  
importance they a t t r i b u t e  to  i t .

18. When comparing f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  workers w i th  the  second and 
t h i r d  genera t ion  o f  workers in the course o f  t h i s  t h e s is ,  I  
have t r i e d  to  s t re s s  th e  po in ts  o f  d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s .  However, 
the use t h a t  some workers have made of  personal r e l a t i o n s  f o r  
t h e i r  own b e n e f i t  c o n s t i t u t e s  an area  o f  marked c o n t i n u i t y  
between d i f f e r e n t  g e n e ra t io n s .

Morel (1 989 :204 )  has provided evidence o f  workers who made 
use of  these personal r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in the p a s t .  I  have a lso  
found accounts o f  workers in  the 1980s who have made use o f  the  
system, as a t t e s t e d  by the  fo l lo w in g  quotes:

"My le v e l  is  9. In  Ju ly  85 I  got a p lace a t  the  o f f i c e .  I
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g re a t  degree o f  power and d i s c r e t i o n  over workers in t h i s  

peri  o d :

" I  wanted to  change. ( . . . )  to  change departments but t h a t  
depended on my foreman a l lo w in g  the  t r a n s f e r ,  but he did  
not l e t  me go. I  was working in t h i s  department f o r  fo u r  
years and had not been promoted even once. I  got t i r e d  o f  
seeing people w ith  less t ime than me in the department  
being promoted. I  saw people e n te r  a t  le v e l  s ix  and in  a 
few months change to  le v e l  e leve n .  One o f  these was the  
bro ther  o f  a foreman you see". ( I n f .  11 ) .

"There is  so much pressure on the  worker. When I  
completed f i v e  years a t  CSN I  was a t  le v e l  e i g h t ,  but 
t h e i r  e v a lu a t io n  o f  me was below average because they  
used to  c a l l  me "u n ru ly " .  I  was o ld  in  the department  
and I  had the r i g h t  to  go to  day s h i f t  to  study a t  
the Technica l  School,  but the foreman would not l e t  
me go a l l e g i n g  t h a t  I  was "too young". I  am leav ing  
t h i s  p la c e ,  I  hate t h i s  company". ( I n f .  20 ) .

"Promotions depend on the foreman, the  head o f  the  
s h i f t  and the head o f  the department.  So i t  depends 
on the w o rke rs ’ e f f o r t  and t h e i r  good w i l l .  We never  
know i f  we are going to  be promoted: you can work 
te n ,  20 years and never be promoted". ( I n f .  4 ) .

According to  accounts , the s i t u a t i o n  would be even worse i f  the

worker was p o l i t i c a l l y  a c t iv e :

"Because o f  my p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  I  was never  
allowed to  change to  day s h i f t .  I t  sounds 
u n b e l ie va b le  but I  had been working in  my department  
f o r  e ig h t  years and every t ime t h a t  someone l e f t  and 
a p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t r a n s f e r  arose,  they  d i d n ’ t  l e t  me 
do i t " .  ( I n f .  2 2 ) .

" I t  was very  hard to  be promoted or  have any o f  our 
r ig h ts  granted in my department.  Because I  am from 
the Workers’ Pastora l  and work in  the union they  
(management) saw me w ith  very bad eyes. They never  
even l i s t e n e d " .  ( I n f .  2 6 ) .

got a p lace  by "p e ixa d a " , you see, ’ cause I  had an uncle  
working t h e r e " .  ( I n f .  11 ) .

"You see I  had t h i s  su perv isor  who r e a l l y  l i k e d  me and he 
would g ive  me adv ice .  I  th in k  i t  was because o f  him t h a t  
I  was not dismissed, even though I  would not come to  work 
f r e q u e n t ly  and I  d id  the th ings  the way I  wanted. ( . . . ) .  We 
both l i k e d  motorcycles but I  a lso  f l a t t e r e d  him a b i t " .  
( I n f .  3 7 ) .
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S h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  and tens ions  a lso  revolved around

n o t io n s  o f  " d ig n i t y " ,  o f  " r e s p e c t fu l "  t re a tm e n t  o f  workers by

th e  foreman, as in d ic a te d  by the f o l lo w i n g  statements:

"Because the foreman t r e a te d  us l i k e  dogs, he cursed 
workers .  When we a r r iv e d  to  work he did not g r e e t  us, 
he was always r i g h t ,  we were always wrong. ( . . . )  A 
boss cannot be t h i s  way, he has to  know how to  
d ia lo g u e .  "Peao" does not l i k e  to  be t r e a t e d  t h i s  
way". ( I n f .  26 ) .

" I  t h in k  t h a t  the bosses in  the p l a n t  in  general  did  
not know how to  deal w i th  us workers ( . . . ) .  They were 
very  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and acted as i f  they owned the  
pi a n t ". ( I n f . 3 3 ) .

I t  would seem t h a t  t h i s  type o f  problem was so r e c u r re n t

and widespread in the p l a n t ,  and produced so much c o n f l i c t

between workers and foremen, t h a t  h igher  ranking management

acknowledged the s i t u a t i o n  and t r i e d  to  change i t  by c r e a t in g

a Department o f  I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  and g iv in g  t r a i n i n g

courses to  foremen and s en io r  s k i l l e d  workers.  The o b je c t iv e s

o f  these courses were to  improve t h e i r  management s k i l l s  and to

in form lower lev e l  management of the company’ s formal

r e g u la t io n s  in terms o f  w o rke rs ’ r i g h t s  and d u t ie s :

"The c r e a t io n  of  a more e f f i c i e n t  Department of  
I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  w ith  ad v is ers  on the s h o p - f lo o r  
as w e l l  as the r o le  played by the union has 
c onstra ine d  the a c t io n s  o f  some people in s id e  the  
p l a n t .  I t  is  not as i f  the company preaches  
i n e q u a l i t y  or i n j u s t i c e  but some people use t h e i r  
jobs  and p o s i t io n s  and do u n ju s t  th in g s  ( . . . ) " .  
(Manager no. 3, I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  Department) .

One poss ib le  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  the s u rv iv a l  of  

" p e r s o n a l is t "  and c l i e n t e l i s t  p r a c t ic e s  among lower le v e l  

management might be the t i g h t  labour market in the company f o r  

non-manual jo b s .  Since the foremen have been in  the company 

most o f  t h e i r  working l i f e ,  t h i s  may have a l lowed the b u i ld in g  

o f  c l i e n t e l i s t  networks based on t h e i r  s e n i o r i t y  and exec u t iv e
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power.

Before c lo s in g  t h i s  s e c t io n  i t  is  im portant  to  make one 

l a s t  p o in t .  I t  can be suggested t h a t  many o f  the s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  o u t l in e d  here were experienced by many workers as 

"personal" persecut ion  a g a in s t  them by management. Although  

th e re  are accounts in the in te rv ie w s  in which i n d i v i d u a l s  or  

small groups of  workers presented c o l l e c t i v e  demands to  

management to  change what they b e l ieved  to be u n f a i r  p r a c t ic e s ,  

in many cases, workers tended to  i n t e r n a l i s e  these c o n f l i c t s  as 

"personal m is c h ie f " .

1 .3 .  The Sources o f  Shop-F loor  C o n f l i c t s  in  th e  P e r io d .  Bad 

and Unhealthy Working C ond i t ions

The second source o f  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in  the  per iod  

was problems over working c o n d i t io n s  in the  p l a n t .  S tee l  

product ion ,  to g e th er  w i th  mining a c t i v i t y ,  are  probab ly  the  

two most unhealthy working a c t i v i t i e s  which manual workers can 

engage in .  Even i f  we cons ider  the te c h n o lo g ic a l  developments  

and the modernising processes which have occurred from the  

e a r l y  days to  the p re s e n t ,  s tee l -m ak in g  cont inues to  be a 

source of  d isease and f a t a l  ac c id en ts .  I t  i s  a d i f f i c u l t ,  

uncomfortable and very dangerous type o f  a c t i v i t y .  Toxic  fumes, 

excessive heat ,  dust and no ise ,  among o th e r  th in g s ,  

c h a r a c t e r is e  s tee l -m a k in g  as a rudimental process, ex trem ely  

damaging to  those in vo lved .

There are p a r t i c u l a r  h e a l th  damaging s i t u a t i o n s ,  as w el l  

as p o t e n t i a l l y  dangerous working c o n d i t io n s ,  in  each phase of
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the process o f  s t e e l  manufacture ( 1 9 ) .  Furthermore,  s t e e l  is  

produced by non-stop s h i f t  work because many p a r ts  o f  the  

production p l a n t  must remain in o p e ra t io n  24 hours per day. The 

b la s t  fu rn aces ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  cannot be stopped w i th o u t  

producing a major "melt  down” . But s ince  i t  is  an in te g r a t e d  

system, the o th e r  phases of  the s te e l  product ion  process are  

cont inuously  a c t iv a t e d  as w e l l .

At the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, by the  1970s, on ly  manual 

workers and a very l i m i t e d  number o f  eng ineers  did s h i f t  work. 

For the l a t t e r ,  a monthly ro ta  ensured t h a t  such duty per iods  

did not c o n s t i t u t e  t h e i r  main working hours in  the p l a n t .  The 

workers, on the  o ther  hand, were d iv id e d  in th re e  blocks o f

19. In  the process o f  coal-making in  the  coke-oven b a t t e r i e s ,  
there  are severa l  unhealthy working areas due to  the  r a d ia n t  
heat ,  emission of  gas from the coke oven and high l e v e l s  o f  
noi s e .

The p la n ts  which transform  the by -products  from the  
d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f  coal are  a lso  a steady source o f  unhealthy  
c o nd it ion s  due to  the  t o x i c  substances which r e s u l t  from the  
production o f  naphthalene and e s p e c i a l l y  benzene. Benzolism is  
the d isease which can r e s u l t  from constant  and long- te rm  
exposure to  t h i s  chem ica l .  They produce chron ic  headaches,  
s ickness, i r r i t a t i o n  o f  the eyes, t h r o a t  and r e s p i r a t o r y  organs 
and o thers  can cause cancer.

In  the s i n t e r  p l a n t ,  the second phase o f  p rod uc t ion ,  the  
worst e f f e c t s  on w o rk e rs ’ he a l th  are  r e la t e d  to  very high  
le v e ls  o f  noise p o l l u t i o n ,  c o n ce n tra t ion s  o f  dust p a r t i c l e s  and 
r a d ia t in g  he a t .  High v i b r a t i o n  l e v e l s ,  the r e s u l t  o f  the  
unloading o f  the  s i n t e r ,  can lead to  psycholog ica l  problems.

In  the t h i r d  stage o f  p roduc t ion ,  in the open hear th  
fu rnace ,  one f in d s  the same unhealthy c o n d i t io n s  as in the  coke 
b a t t e r i e s  such as high conce n tra t ion s  o f  dust,  high l e v e l s  o f  
noise and v i b r a t i o n .  P a r t i  cul ar  1 y , th e  job  areas near and 
around the f u r n a c e ’ s "mouths" i r r a d i a t i n g  heat and harmful  
chemical agents are th re a te n in g  to  w o rk e rs ’ h e a l th .

F i n a l l y ,  in the fo u r t h  and f i f t h  stages o f  product ion  -  
s tee l -m ak ing  pe r -se  and the r o l l i n g  and f i n i s h i n g  o f  s t e e l ,  
re s p e c t iv e ly  -  one f in d s  a l l  the unhealthy  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
quoted above plus g r e a t  m o d i f ic a t io n s  in  the "m ic ro -c l im a te "  
which can generate  many d i f f e r e n t  d iseases r e la t e d  to  the  
lungs. Source: S to t z ,  E. "A Companhia S ideru 'rg ica  N a t io n a l  e a 
Problema'ti ca da Saude do Traba lhador:  Observapoes
P r e l im in a r e s " . 1986 and DIESAT Papers 1988.
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s h i f t s .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  workers do a l t e r n a t i n g  s h i f t s ,  a l l  year  

round.

Although t h i s  system of  a l t e r n a t i n g  s h i f t s  has the  

advantage o f  a l lo w in g  every worker daytime and n i g h t  t ime work, 

i t s  very  i n s t a b i l i t y  is  a source o f  g re a t  s t r e s s  f o r  the  

workers in r e l a t i o n  to  fa m i ly  l i f e  and any r e g u la r  a c t i v i t y  

o u ts id e  the s t e e l  p l a n t .  This is  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  f o r  any type  

o f  evening c lass es  or o th e r  courses t h a t  the workers might wish 

to  engage in .  We s h a l l  see in Chapter 6, t h a t  as the  company 

s t a r t e d  to  in c r e a s in g l y  va lue  formal e d u c a t io n ,  w o rke r ’ s 

dependency on management in a t te n d in g  n ig h t  s h i f t s  would be a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  arena o f  c o n f l i c t s  and a l le g e d  i n j u s t i c e .  Moreover, 

s h i f t s  and n ig h t  work are  a source o f  v a r io u s  w o rk - re la te d  

i l l n e s s e s  such as extreme f a t i g u e ,  s t r e s s ,  d i g e s t i v e  and 

psycholog ica l  d is tu rb anc es  ( 2 0 ) .

Because o f  the na ture  of process i n d u s t r i e s ,  but a lso  

because of  the a u t h o r i t a r i a n  type o f  management, over t im e was 

a constant  f e a t u r e  in the p la n t ,  indeed, p a r t  o f  the " loca l  

c u l t u r e " .  I t  was common in company-town days f o r  management to  

c a l l  on workers in  t h e i r  home, during t h e i r  f r e e  t im e ,  to  re 

s t a r t  work a f t e r  some i n t e r r u p t i o n  in p rod u c t io n .  I t  was also  

common, even a f t e r  the d e c l in e  o f  the company-town, f o r  workers  

to  s tay  up to  72 hours in s id e  the p l a n t ,  s le e p in g  on ly  a few

20. N otw iths tand ing  a l l  these aggravat ing  problems, workers see 
two p o s i t i v e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  s h i f t  work. F i r s t ,  i t  pays more than 
the n o n - s h i f t  manual jobs in the p l a n t .  Because o f  the  
recognised d i s tu r b in g  fe a tu re s  of  n ig h t  s h i f t s  CLT Law 
e s ta b l is h e s  a general  20% increase f o r  the hours worked.  
Second, workers have " g re a te r  l i b e r t y "  o f  movement s ince the  
d i s c i p l i n a r y  and su perv isory  a c t i v i t i e s  are a lmost complete ly  
suspended during n ig h t  s h i f t s .  Source: A r t i c l e  73, Sect ion  IV 
of  the CLT Law. 71 E d i t io n .
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hours a day. According to  var ious  accounts, the  r i g h t  to  demand

overt im e -  e i t h e r  t o  stand in  f o r  absent co l leagues  or  to

in te rv e n e  in  emergency s i t u a t i o n s  -  was always viewed by

management as a p r e r o g a t iv e  o f  i t s  power and a u t h o r i t y  in  the

p l a n t .  This is  i l l u s t r a t e d  in the fo l lo w in g  quote:

"When I  e n te re d  the  p la n t  ten years ago the  most s t r i k i n g  
th in g  to  me was what the foreman t o l d  me. I  had j u s t  been 
married but the  foreman came to  me and sa id :  "You have 
your appointed  t ime to  s t a r t  your day but th e re  is  no 
appointed t im e  to  end i t " .  ( . . . )  Because I  was a newcomer, 
every t im e t h a t  th e re  was need f o r  over t im e he would c a l l  
me. My w i f e  would get  upset but I  was a newcomer and had 
to  do i t .  I  was coerced in to  doing o v e r t im e " .  ( I n f .  2 5 ) .

A f i n a l  problem f o r  a l l  workers is  the s t re s s  bound up

w ith  the dangers o f  work in the p la n t  -  both because o f  the

d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s  in  which work is  done, and because o f  the

nature  o f  the  m a t e r i a l s  being t ran s p o r te d  and loaded. This

s t re s s  is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  marked on c e r t a i n  jo bs :  the "br idge

o p e r a t o r " , f o r  example, who t r a n s p o r t s  dangerous loads in

overhead g irded  cranes,  could,  in  a moment o f  absent-

mindedness or w i th  a s in g le  m istake,  cost  the  l i v e s  o f  many

people.  As po in ted  ou t  by two br idge op e ra to rs :

" I t  is  a jo b  o f  g r e a t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Accidents can occur.  
I t  demands a l o t  o f  mental c o n c e n t ra t io n .  There are  days 
in which I  leave  the p la n t  w ith  a headache due to  the  
a t t e n t i o n  I  have got to  g ive  a l l  day to  the  jo b " .  
( I n f . 15 ) .

" I t  is  a ve ry  boring and d i f f i c u l t  jo b ,  b r idge  o p e r a to r .  
He can never f a i l ,  he can never r e la x  ( . . . ) .  He can cause 
ser ious  a c c id e n ts  f o r  those below him. I  don’ t  know i f  you 
heard o f  a t e r r i b l e  ac c id en t  a few years ago w i th  a 
bridge? W e l l ,  i t  k i l l e d  some w o r k e r s ! " . ( I n f .  4 9 ) .

Although in  n a t io n a l  terms working c o n d i t io n s  may have

tended to  improve over the years ,  as knowledge o f  " labour

m edic ine” has expanded and M in is t r y  o f  Labour r e g u la t io n s

extended the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  "hazardous working areas" in  the
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i n d u s t r i a l  s e c to r ,  th e r e  can be l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  working  

c o n d i t io n s  a t  the N a t iona l  Stee l  Company were bad. Indeed,  

company data  show they d e t e r io r a t e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a f t e r  the  

beginning o f  the Expansion Plan D. Th is  was the  r e s u l t  o f  two 

i n t e r r e l a t e d  elements: 1) the marked increase  in  the number o f  

s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  workers,  who did not normally  re c e iv e  any 

s u p e rv is io n  on s a fe ty  m atters  nor any p r o t e c t iv e  m a te r ia l  

( 2 1 ) ;  and 2) the f a c t  t h a t  the c o n s t ru c t io n  and assembly o f  

new machinery took p lace s im ul taneou s ly  w ith  the production o f  

s t e e l ,  which was not i n t e r r u p t e d  during t h i s  per iod ( 2 2 ) .

In  face  o f  the increased number o f  acc idents  and the  

f i r s t  manageria l r e a l i s a t i o n  o f  a c o r r e l a t i o n  between working  

c o n d i t io n s  and le v e ls  o f  p r o d u c t i v i t y ,  the company produced a 

study to  assess the le v e l  o f  the problem. I t  may be suggested 

t h a t  f a t a l  and n o n - f a ta l  acc idents  were reduced as a r e s u l t  o f  

a management-1ed campaign to  equip workers w ith  a p p ro p r ia te  

c lo t h in g  and p ro t e c t io n  and a growth in  the le v e l  of  awareness 

on the issue ( 2 3 ) .  As t a b l e  4 .3  shows, th e re  was an o v e r a l l  

decrease in the number o f  acc idents  in  the per iod 1976-1984.

21. Between 1971 and 1975 f o r  example, the number o f  workers  
employed by s u b -c o n tra c t in g  f i rm s  and working in s id e  the  
N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company rose from 1,222 to  22 ,000 .  Source:  
Pimenta, S. A E s t r a t e g ia  da Gestao. Fabricando Aco e 
Construindo Homens. 1989 pages 353 and 497.

22. Source: Annual Report .  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. 1978 and 
1979 and "A Expansao na Companhia S id e ru rg ic a  N a c io n a l" . 1977 
page 2.

23. According to  company records,  1976 was considered one o f  
the  worst  years in the company’ s h i s t o r y  in terms of acc idents  
and 1979 a mark in the compajiy’ s emphasis in the prevent ion  o f  
a c c id e n ts .  Source: R ea l izacoes e Persp ec t ivas  1974-1990. 1984 
page 27.
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T a b l e  4 . 3

Number  o f  A c c i d e n t s  Among S t e e l w o r k e r s  E m p lo y e d  by t h e  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company,  1 9 7 6 - 1 9 8 4

Y e a r Number  o f  
F a t a l  
A c c i  d e n t s

I n d e x - N u m b e r  
o f  A c c i d e n t s  
w i t h  L o s s  o f  
Work T im e .  
( 1 9 7 6 = 1 0 0 )

I n d e x - N u m b e r
o f
A c c i  d e n t s  
w i t h o u t  L o s s  
o f  Work  
T i  m e .
( 1 9 7 6 = 1 0 0 )

1 976 n / d 100 100

1977 n / d 96 94

1978 n / d 80 79

1 979 3 66 72

1980 4 68 58

1 981 1 23 39

1982 2 23 29

1 983 3 19 21

1 984 4 25 19

S t e e l  Company.  1984 and  B u l l e t i n  f r o m  t h e  H e a l t h ,  S a f e t y  
and  M e d i c i n e  a t  W o r k .  N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Companmy. 1 989 .
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However, d e s p i te  the emphasis on s a f e t y ,  the company made 

no re fe re nce  to  any a t tem pt to  reduce or even e l i m i n a t e  

dangerous jobs and working areas ( areas de p e r ic u lo s id a d e ) .  nor 

to  improve the  general w e l fa re  o f  workers .  The bathrooms, 

t o i l e t s ,  e a t in g  areas and general environmenta l  co n d i t io n s  were 

very bad ( 2 4 ) .  This  was so even by the  standards l a i d  down by 

the  Regional Labour O f f i c e ,  which a f t e r  an inspec t io n  o f  the  

p l a n t  demanded immediate improvements in  c o n d i t io n s .

Because o f  the company’ s f i n a n c i a l  c r i s i s  a t  t h a t  t im e ,  

however, s u b s ta n t ia l  investments in general  working co n d i t io n s  

were simply postponed, expressing the low p r i o r i t y  t h a t  the  

company a t tached  to  t h i s  area  as wel l  as the lack of pressure  

from the b u re a u c ra t ic  union leaders  dur ing  the 1970s.

Another im portant  development in the  per iod  in the area  o f  

h e a l th  and s a fe t y  c o n d i t io n s ,  was the c r e a t io n  by the M i n i s t r y  

o f  Labour of  the CIPA -  Commissao I n t e r n a  de Prevencpao de 

Acidentes ( I n t e r n a l  Commission f o r  the Prevent ion  of  

A c c id e n ts ) .  This was most probably  a response by government to  

B r a z i l ’ s bad comparative record on ac c id e n ts  a t  work and the  

pressure exer ted  by the ILO f o r  an improvement ( 2 5 ) .  The CIPA 

was organised on the basis o f  w o rk e rs ’ and management 

re p r e s e n t a t i  v e s , who were to  work c lo s e ly  to g e th e r  and share  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  d e a l in g  w ith  he a l th  and s a fe t y  issues in s id e

24. For more d e t a i l s  see Pimenta, S. Op. c i t .  1989 page 356.

25. For more d e t a i l s  on B r a z i l ’ s bad record and an a n a ly s is  o f  
the problem see Costa,  N. e t  al . "D iag no st ic o  das Condicoes de 
Trabalho e Saude" in Saude e Trabalho no B r a s i l . IBASE. 1982 
and Costa, M.R. As V ft im as do C a p i t a l .  Os Acidentes de 
T ra b a lh o . 1981.
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i n d u s t r i a l  p la n ts  ( 2 6 ) .  The main o b je c t iv e  o f  the c r e a t io n  o f  

the  CIPA was to  reduce the number o f  acc idents  and to  improve 

the  dangerous and unhealthy  working c o n d i t io n s  in  p la n t s .  

Although the CIPA was crea ted  by a government d i r e c t i v e  in 

1 978, i t  only r e a l l y  began to  take e f f e c t  a t  the N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company in 1980, and even then w ith  very l i m i t e d  scope. I  w i 11 

show in the next chapter  t h a t  as s h o p - f lo o r  began to  o rgan ise  

and the "new u n io n is t"  movement spread i t s  in f lu e n c e ,  workers  

s t a r t e d  to  use the CIPA as a " m i l i t a n t "  instrum ent to  f u r t h e r  

t h e i r  o rg a n is a t io n  and to  improve working c o n d i t io n s  in  the  

p 1 a n t .

As a l rea d y  po inted  out in  Chapter 3, the main 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  w o rk e rs ’ s t ru g g le s  in the  1940s and 1950s a t  

the N at iona l  S tee l  Company was t h e i r  a t tem pt  to  make the  

company recognise the r i g h t s  granted by the CLT Law. Th is  was 

a ls o  the p a t te rn  in r e l a t i o n  to  working c o n d i t io n s .  The union,  

a t  t h a t  t im e,  t r i e d  to  make the company recognise c e r t a i n  

"hea l th  hazard a rea s " ,  f o r  example, so t h a t  the a p p r o p r ia te  

bonus could be paid  out to  workers. Before the b i r t h  o f  g r e a t e r  

m o b i l is a t io n  and m i l i t a n c y  in the p l a n t ,  however, the  problem

26. Among the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , i t  was 
expected t h a t  they would: suggest measures to  the employer f o r  
the p revent ion  o f  ac c id en ts ;  d isc lo se  and promote th e  need f o r  
workers to  observe s a f e t y  re g u la t io n s ;  promote a c t i v i t i e s  f o r  
p re v e n t iv e  s a f e t y ;  promote once a year a "Week f o r  the  
Prevention o f  Accidents a t  Work"; in v e s t ig a t e  in co n ju n c t io n  
w ith  te c h n ica l  bodies the  causes and circumstances o f  a c c id en ts  
a t  work as wel l  as p ro fe s s io n a l  i l l n e s s e s ;  and f i n a l l y  promote 
a monthly meeting w i th  workers on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  to  be held  
during re g u la r  working hours, to  discuss h e a l th  and s a fe t y  
issues. The CLT a r t i c l e s  dea l in g  w ith  the r e g u la t i o n  o f  the  
CIPA are: A r t i c l e s  163, 164 an 165 and the Complementary Norms 
to  CIPA numbers 523 and 524 in CLT Law. Source: CLT Law. 1986 
E d i t io n  pages 38, 695 and 696.
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o f  working co n d i t io n s  was g e n e r a l ly  d e a l t  w i th  by workers a t  

q u i t e  an in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  by suing the company under the  

Labour Code f o r  acc idents  a t  work or the emergence o f  work-  

r e la t e d  diseases ( 2 7 ) .

Based on in fo rm a t io n  from h i s t o r i c a l  accounts, i t  is  

po ss ib le  to  say t h a t  the  issue o f  dangerous and unhealthy  

working c o n d i t io n s  was not a c l e a r - c u t  p o l i t i c a l  issue f o r  

f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  workers a t  the N at iona l  Stee l  Company ( 2 8 ) .  

Owing to  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  i n s e r t io n  in the p l a n t  and the  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as workers, they tended to  

" n a t u r a l i s e "  the bad working co n d i t io n s  as an i n e v i t a b l e  

consequence o f  autonomous s te e l  production in the co un try ,  and 

did not a t tem pt to  engage the company in a l t e r i n g  these  

c o n d i t io n s .  Moreover, up to  the 1970s th ere  were no programmes 

f o r  the p rev ent ion  o f  a c c id e n ts ,  nor was the use o f  p r o t e c t i v e  

uniforms f a c i l i t a t e d .

In the 1970s, however, as a new generat ion  o f  workers  

emerged, issues connected w ith  jo b  s a fe ty  and general  working  

c o n d i t io n s  became a source of  p ro g re s s iv e ly  g r e a te r  concern 

among workers and a p la t fo rm  around which they began to

27. The use made by s te e lw o rk e rs  o f  the Labour Courts regard ing  
he a l th  and s a fe ty  issues in  the 1980s is  discussed in  depth in  
Chapter 8 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .

28. More l ,  R. A Ferro e Fogo. Construcao e C r ise  da F a m i l ia  
S i d e r u r g i c a . 1989 pages 340-344 and 473-474;  Pimenta, S. op. 
c i t .  pages 140-141; and Ve iga ,  S. and Fonseca, I .  V o l t a  Redonda 
Entre o Aco e as Armas. 1990 pages 33-42
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organ ise  and channel t h e i r  demands ( 2 9 ) .  This  change in the  

le v e l  o f  awareness about long-term  h e a l th  e f f e c t s  might be 

r e la t e d  to  the  general  increase in w o rkers ’ le v e l  o f  education  

and in fo rm a t io n ,  as compared w ith  the s i t u a t i o n  in  the 1940s 

and 1950s. However, before the b i r t h  o f  m o b i l is a t io n  and 

m i l i t a n c y  in the  p l a n t ,  the problem o f  working co n d i t io n s  was 

d e a l t  w i th  by workers a t  q u i te  an in d iv id u a l  l e v e l .  Before the  

emergence o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement, w o rk e rs ’ re s is ta n c e  

to  bad working c o n d i t io n s  was l im i t e d  to  the use o f  a p ro v is io n  

in  the Labour Code whereby they could sue the company f o r  

acc idents  a t  work and /or  the emergence o f  work r e la t e d  diseases  

and demand f o r  compensation.

2. The Emergence o f  th e  "Union Opposit ion" and the  Changing o f  

Union Government

2 . 1 .  From B u re a u c ra t ic  Unionism to  th e  "New U n io n is t"  Union

As a l re a d y  observed in  Chapter 3, the Metalworkers Union 

was crea ted  in  1946 under the in f lu e n c e  of  c o r p o r a t i s t  

" u n io n is a t io n  campaigns". Based on the  union tax  and some 

m a te r ia l  support  granted by the company such as the  donation of  

a p iece o f  land f o r  the  o f f i c e ,  the union was a b le  to  begin

29. In  a survey commissioned by the  company in  1983, f o r  
example, Souza and Abranches found t h a t  among a group of  552 
in te rv ie w e d  manual workers in s id e  the p l a n t ,  78,5% considered  
themselves permanently  exposed to  dangerous and unhealthy  
working c o n d i t io n s  in t h e i r  department.  Souza, A. and 
Abranches, JS. " In te g rac a o  Socia l  e Relacjoes de Trabalho na CSN. 
A Negociacao C o l e t i v a  de 1983". R e l a t o r i o  f i n a l  de Pesquisa.  
IUPERJ. 1983.
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e s t a b l i s h i n g  a "w e l fa re  s e rv ic e "  apparatus,  in  accordance w ith  

the  r o le  a t t r i b u t e d  to  the c o r p o r a t i s t  union. M e d ic a l ,  dental  

and lega l  s e rv ic e s ,  among o th e rs ,  were o f f e r e d  t o  workers.  We 

have seen in  Chapter 3 t h a t  the union was not complete ly

acquiescent  during the 1940s and 1950s and led some im portant  

s t ru g g le s  over the r e c o g n i t io n  o f  the r i g h t s  granted by the CLT 

Law. But the union government during t h i s  per iod  could be 

de f in ed  as a b u r e a u c r a t ic : not only did the union go along with  

the  c o r p o r a t i s t  p r i n c i p l e s  and organise  according to  the ru les  

s e t  out by the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour, but i t  a ls o  played down 

d i r e c t  m i l i t a n c y  and o rg a n is a t io n  o f  workers ( 3 0 ) .

The f i r s t  f r e e  e l e c t i o n  f o r  the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union

e x e c u t iv e  on ly  took p lace in 1952. The two most organised

p o l i t i c a l  fo rc e s  in the per iod  were union candidates  l in k e d  to

the  P a r t id o  T r a b a lh is t a  B r a s i l e i r o  (PTB) and the  P a r t id o  Social  

Democrata (PSB). The union e x ec u t iv e  was dominated by one or 

o th er  f a c t i o n ,  a t  va r ious  times ( 3 1 ) .  The B r a z i l i a n  Communist 

Party  (PCB) had a less organised base, but was ab le  to  compose 

a s l a t e  in p a r tn e rs h ip  w i th  another union f a c t i o n  in 1955. I t  

held o f f i c e  on the union e x e c u t iv e  from 1955 to  1957.

From 1957 to  1963 the union was d i r e c t e d  by an e x ec u t iv e  

l in k e d  to  the PTB, w i th  very strong t i e s  to  the p o p u l is t  

government o f  the p e r io d .  The appointment o f  Joao G o u la r t  as 

V argas ’ M i n i s t e r  o f  Labour (1953)  opened up concrete  channels

30. For a thorough d iscussion on the  reasons f o r  lack  of  
s t r i k e s  a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company in the 1940s, 1950s and 
1960s, see More l ,  R. Op. c i t .  1989. pages 394 -396 .

31. For g r e a te r  d e t a i l  o f  the union e x ec u t iv e s  during t h i s  
period  see Centro de Memoria S in d ic a l  1989, pages 37-42 and 
Veiga,  S. and Fonseca, I .  1990 pages 33 -42 .
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f o r  the  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  or  in f lu e n c e  o f  union leaders  in the  

government. Morel (1 989 :13 5 )  has suggested t h a t  t h i s  n a t io n a l  

p o l ic y  o f  c lose  l in k s  between government o f f i c i a l s  and union  

le a d e rs ,  to g e th e r  w ith  the f a c t  t h a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company 

was a s tate-owned company, opened channels f o r  the loca l  union  

leaders  to  address t h e i r  gr ievances d i r e c t l y  to  c e n t r a l  

government and some power to  see them conveyed ( 3 2 ) .

In  1963 candidates  from the  Communist Par ty  and the JOC -  
/ 0

Juventude O p e ra r ia  C a t o l i c a  (C a t h o l ic  P r o l e t a r i a n  Youth 

O rg a n is a t io n )  made an a l l i a n c e  to  run f o r  o f f i c e  and won, 

breaking w i th  the power base o f  leaders  from the PTB. According  

to  the Centro de Memoria S in d ic a l  (1 9 8 9 :4 5 )  the v i c t o r y  o f  the  

communist s l a t e  was bound up w ith  the nat ionwide p o l a r i s a t i o n  

of  the t ime and the in cre as ing  weight o f  the l e f t - i n s p i r e d  CGT 

in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .  According to  the same source, the group 

which took o f f i c e  in the union in 1963 was l in ked  to  the most 

combative f a c t i o n  in s ide  the  CGT a t  the t im e.  The M i l i t a r y  Coup 

of 1964, however, r a p id ly  demobil ised t h i s  emerging movement. 

The union s u f fe re d  M i n i s t e r i a l  in t e r v e n t i o n ,  i t s  leaders  were 

imprisoned and l a t e r  dismissed by the company.

From 1964 up to  1968 and then from 1968 to  1973, f o l lo w i n g  

a nat ionwide p a t te r n ,  the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union remained under 

M i n i s t e r i a l  in t e r v e n t i o n .  That meant t h a t  the union ex e c u t iv e  

was held by an " in te rv e n o r"  nominated by the M i n i s t r y  o f  

Labour. Although the union ta x  continued to  be charged, the  

union e x is te d  to  provide w e l f a r e  s e rv ic e s  f o r  i t s  members and

32. For a debate on the " c o n t r a d i c t o r y " c h a ra c te r  o f  p o p u l is t  
p o l i t i c s ,  see W e f fo r t ,  F. 0 Populismo na P o l i ' t i c a  B r a s i l e i r a . 
1978 and the In t ro d u c t io n  to  t h i s  t h e s i s .
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acted much more as a w o rk e rs ’ s o c ia l  c lub .  F i n a l l y ,  in  1973 

f r e e  e le c t i o n s  were held f o r  the union e x e c u t iv e .  By t h i s  t ime  

the  former lea de rs h ip  had r e t i r e d  from p u b l ic  l i f e  and no new 

ge nera t ion  had had the chance to  emerge. Only one group, led by 

Waldemar Lustosa -  a N a t iona l  S tee l  Company employee but w i th  

no c le a r  p o l i t i c a l  l in k s  or background -  put i t s e l f  forward as 

c and ida tes .  At f i r s t  Lustosa’ s group counted on the backing o f  

the progress ive  C a th o l ic  groups which were g iv in g  support  to  

the emerging s o c ia l  movements in  V o l t a  Redonda (Centro  de 

Memoria S in d ic a l  1 989 :57 ) ,  but t h i s  was soon withdrawn.

The union regime under Lustosa ’ s leaders h ip  might be 

def ined  as t y p i c a l l y  b u r e a u c r a t i c , s i m i l a r  to  many o thers  t h a t  

developed a f t e r  the 1964 coup. W e lfa re  se rv ic e s  had p r i o r i t y  

over m i l i t a n c y .  P o l i t i c a l  a c t iv is m  was not only  not welcomed 

but was consciously  played down. According to  sources (Veiga  

and Fonseca 1990:47-48  and Centro de Memoria S in d ic a l  1 9 8 9 :5 9 ) ,  

Lustosa did not take up w o rk e rs ’ g r ievances w i th  management and 

was happy to  sign the Annual Work Agreements w i th o u t  any 

discussion w i th  the rank and f i l e  on any s i g n i f i c a n t  m a t te r .  

With the except ion  of  two in n o v a t iv e  clauses -  the l e n g t h - o f -  

s e rv ic e  bonus was reduced from every f i v e  to  every th re e  years ,  

and a wage bonus of  12,5% was ob ta ined  in the 1979 agreement -  

the workers were only granted what the company thought  

appropri  a t e .

In  f a c t ,  according to  a company manager, the number of  

grievances was so low under Lu s to sa ’ s a d m in is t ra t io n  t h a t  the  

company seemed to  have more i n i t i a t i v e  than the union d i r e c t o r  

hi m s e l f :
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"We s t a r t e d  having a very  good r e la t io n s h ip  w i th  th e  union  
under Lustosa. In  our annual n e g o t ia t io n s  we s t a r t e d  
proposing clauses to  g ive  p re s t ig e  to  the union p r e s id e n t .  
We would say: "ask f o r  t h i s  and the company w i l l  g ra n t
i t " .  How many t imes I  c a l l e d  the un ion ’ s p r e s id e n t  and 
t o l d  him t h a t ,  to  look as i f  i t  were an a c t io n  from the  
union, not a proposal from the company. The w o rk e rs ’ 
complain ts  were sometimes very j u s t  so we would put them 
as a gr ievance  produced by the union, to  g ive  Lustosa  
p r e s t ig e  and make him stro nger  in the union" (company 
manager, c i t e d  from Pimenta 1989:520) .

As a l re a d y  discussed in Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  the  

s t r u c t u r e  o f  the Labour Code w ith  the compulsory union ta x  

p ro te c ted  the b u re a u c ra t ic  union leaders  from any t h r e a t  o f  

being e x p e l le d  from o f f i c e  because o f  t h e i r  non- 

re p r e s e n t a t i  veness in r e l a t i o n  to  the rank and f i l e .  Moreover,  

the heavy investment of  union funds in w e l fa re  s e rv ic e s  a l lowed  

f o r  the c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  c l i e n t e l i s t  networks o f  fa vou rs  and 

p r i v i l e g e s  which b e n e f i te d  some of the s t e e l  w o rk e rs . The 

s u rv iv a l  of  t h i s  le a d e rs h ip  was a lso the r e s u l t  o f  a very  

common p r a c t ic e  among b u re a u c ra t ic  unions of  the p e r io d ,  namely 

the s t e e r in g  o f  union resources to  the group o f  r e t i r e d  

workers. These r e t i r e d  workers maintained t h e i r  v o t in g  r i g h t s  

and could thus provide the  necessary quorum ( s t i p u l a t e d  by the  

M in is t r y  of  Labour) a t  union meetings and e l e c t i o n s .

I t  can be suggested t h a t  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f  the group o f  

o ld e r  workers w ith  no p rev ious  p o l i t i c a l  exper ience tended to  

i d e n t i f y  more c lo s e ly  w i th  the b u re a u c ra t ic  leaders  than w i th  

the younger, emerging "Union Opposit ion Group" ( 3 3 ) .

I t  can a ls o  be suggested t h a t  Lustosas’ th re e  consecut ive

33. I t  should be noted t h a t  t h i s  was not the case o f  a l l  
r e t i r e d  or o ld e r  workers.  A very important e x c e p t io n ,  f o r  
example, was an o ld e r  r e t i r e d  worker c a l le d  Jose Emidio, who 
became one o f  the leaders  o f  the "Union Opposit ion Group" when 
i t  emerged in  1979.
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terms o f  union o f f i c e  (1973 -1975 ,  1975-1978 and 1978-1980)  were 

due not to  any rea l  support  from the rank and f i l e  but to  the  

lack o f  rea l  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  to g e th er  w i th  a general  de

m o b i l i s a t io n  and hopelessness experienced by the  rank and f i l e  

in the p e r io d .  As discussed in Chapter 2, the  per io d  between 

1964 and 1968 saw heavy government repress ion  a g a in s t  any form 

of s o c ia l  movement or popular  d is s e n t .

Th is  s i t u a t i o n  r e a l l y  s t a r t e d  to  change from 1978/1979  

onwards w i th  the b i r t h  o f  the "new u n io n is t "  movement a t  

n a t io n a l  le v e l  and the emergence o f  the "Union Opposit ion  

Group" a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company.

2 . 2 .  The Emergence o f  Socia l  Movements in  V o l t a  Redonda and the  

B i r t h  o f  the  "Union O pposit ion  Group"

The date o f  the b i r t h  o f  the s t e e l  w o rk e rs ’ "Union

O ppos it ion  Group" was not agreed by the in fo rm a nts .  For some, 

the movement dates back as f a r  as 1977. However, I  have chosen 

the year 1 979 as a landmark because i t  was on ly  then t h a t  

l a r g e r  meetings were c a l l e d  and the  "Opposit ion Group" as such, 

s t a r te d  p u t t in g  pressure upon the union e x e c u t iv e  headed by 

Lustosa. Although th e re  are  some accounts by workers of

c o l l e c t i v e  ac t io n s  before  1979 a t  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company,

i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  see in  them the kind o f  c o n s is te n t  movement

t h a t  developed a f t e r  1979.

The "Union Opposit ion  Group" was born when a group of  

s te e lw o rk e rs  from the N at iona l  S tee l  Company and a few from 

other  companies came to g e th e r  to  co n tes t  Lustosa ’ s le a d e rs h ip .
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At f i r s t  t h i s  movement was a c la n d e s t in e  one in  which 

s te e lw o rk e rs  would meet ou ts ide  company premises. The f e a r  f e l t  

by workers o f  being discovered as a "Union O ppos it ion  Group" 

was not ground less .  Since the m i l i t a r y  coup in 1964, the  

Metal w o rke rs ’ Union and local  p o l i t i c s  had s u f fe re d  severe  

c a s u a l t i e s .  V o l t a  Redonda had been de c la re d  an area  of  

"n a t io n a l  s e c u r i t y " ,  which meant t h a t  no l e g i s l a t i v e  e le c t i o n s  

could be held and t h a t  the town’ s mayor was nominated by 

c e n t r a l  government ( 3 4 ) .

In s id e  the  N a t io n a l  Steel  Company, many o f  the company 

d i r e c t o r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  between 1964 and 1977, were m i l i t a r y  men 

w ith  exper ience  in  state-owned companies an d /o r  in the  s te e l  

in d u s t r y .  The Department of  S e c u r i ty  a t  the  p l a n t  was a lso  in 

charge o f  " p o l i t i c a l  v i g i l a n c e " .  Furtherm ore,  during t h i s  

per iod  of  p o l i t i c a l  r ep res s io n ,  any new employee was o b l ige d  to  

produce what was n a t i o n a l l y  known as an " id e o lo g ic a l  

c e r t i f i c a t e "  ( a te s ta d o  id e o lo g ic o ),  which was ob ta ined  from 

p o l ic e  h e a d q u a r te rs , a t t e s t i n g  t h a t  the jo b  cand ida te  had no 

l e f t  wing p o l i t i c a l  past  and had never been imprisoned.

The p ro g re s s iv e  C a th o l ic  Church played a very important  

r o le  in the beginning o f  the "Union Opposit ion" movement. Since  

the movement faced open op pos it ion  from the  union leaders  in 

o f f i c e  a t  the t im e and i t s  members t r i e d  to  remain unknown to  

company management, the  C a th o l ic  Church o f f e r e d  a v a lu a b le

34. The town o f  V o l t a  Redonda was considered an area  of  
"Nat iona l  S e c u r i ty "  from 1964 up to  1984. According to  
government and m i l i t a r y  sources, t h i s  s p e c ia l  s t a tu s  was due to  
the presence o f  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company and i t s  s t r a t e g i c  
importance f o r  the  co u n try .  Source: Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , May 19 
1985.
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meeting p lace  as w e l l  as moral and m a te r ia l  support  ( 3 5 ) .

According to  s tatements ,  th e  major tu rn in g  p o in t  in  the  

f u r t h e r  o r g a n is a t io n  of  the s t e e l  w o rk e rs ’ "Union Opposit ion  

Group” was the  1979 s t r i k e  o f  12,000 "expansion workers" ( i e ,  

those workers employed by s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m s  to  engage in  

the expansion programme). The th re e -d a y  s t r i k e  s t a r t e d  as a 

p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  r o t t e n  food which had been served to  them a t  

lunch and developed in to  a v i o l e n t  p r o t e s t .  According to  the  

accounts, i t  ended w ith  complete repress ion  by the  p o l ic e  and 

the k i l l i n g  and imprisonment o f  workers.  D esp ite  the la rge  

numbers o f  "expansion workers" in v o lv e d ,  non o f  t h e i r  demands 

were gran ted .  Most probably  t h i s  was because o f  t h e i r  f r a g i l e  

o r g a n is a t io n  and employment p o s i t io n ,  and because the  onset o f  

economic recess ion  in  the country  was slowing down o f  the  

expansion programme. N ever the less ,  the r e v o l t  and the s t r i k e

35. Although the  p r a c t ic e  o f  n o n -e x c lu s iv e  c l e r i c a l  a c t i v i t y  o f  
the C a th o l ic  Church in V o l ta  Redonda dates back as f a r  as 1940 
when the C a t h o l i c  Workers’ C i r c l e  (C iYcu los  O p e ra r io s )  were 
founded, the major change in o r i e n t a t i o n  came when Bishop Dorn 
Waldyr C a lh e i ro s  took o f f i c e  in 1966. In s p i r e d  by th e  work o f  
the p ro g re ss iv e  group in s ide  the C a t h o l i c  Church in  B r a z i l ,  Dorn 
Waldyr encouraged the fo rm at io n  o f  CEBS -  Comunidades 
E e le s ia 's t ic a s  de Base (Grass-Roots E c c l e s i a s t i c  Communit ies).  
CEBs were organ ised  in many o f  the p a r is h  churches in  the
boroughs o f  V o l t a  Redonda and ne ighbouring m unic ip ios  and 
provided both s p i r i t u a l  support and a forum o f  d iscuss ions  o f  
everyday problems. As in many o th e r  c i t i e s  in  B r a z i l ,  w i th  the  
advent o f  p o l i t i c a l  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  and the  slow r e - o r g a n is a t i o n  
of  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  in  the country ,  th e  CEBs played a s i g n i f i c a n t  
ro le  in the p o l i t i c a l  education o f  C a th o l ic s  and th e  ga the r in gs
o f  m a te r ia l  support  f o r  the labour movement. Although the
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Church, p a r t is a n  and union p o l i t i c s  is  a
prob lem at ic  issue and many Church lea ders  have been s t ro n g ly  
repressed by the  Pope in Rome, the  s o c ia l  movements and the  
progress ive  Church have grown to g e th e r  over the y e a rs .  For more 
d e t a i l s  on t h i s  h is t o r y  see Lima, L. "Notas Sobre as 
Comunidades E c l e s i a i s  de Base e a Organizapao P o lv t ic a "  in  
A l t e r n a t i v a s  Populares da Democracia . A lv a ro  Moises, J. e t  a l . 
e d i t o r s  1982.
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has an im portant  symbolic message, i t  broke w i th  the  

predominant atmosphere o f  f e a r  experienced by the  organised  

movements and w ider  popu la t io n  in V o l t a  Redonda a f t e r  1964. I t  

showed t h a t  some form of  r e s is ta n c e  was poss ib le .  Although the  

expansion w o rk e rs ’ s t r i k e  was not d i r e c t l y  aimed a t  the  

N at io n a l  S tee l  Company management, but a t  the s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  

f i r m s ,  the former company was a ls o  im p l ic a ted  f o r  having  

al lowed such poor working c o n d i t io n s  and low le v e ls  o f  pay in  

i t s  premises.

A f t e r  t h i s  s t r i k e  an "Opposit ion o f  Workers from th e  C i v i l  

C on struc t ion  In d u s t ry "  was c re a te d ,  and there  was a f u r t h e r  

t ig h t e n in g  o f  l i n k s  between d ispersed workers who came to  be 

organised in the  "Union Opposit ion Group". Yet  another  

im po rtan t  sequel was the formal emergence o f  the  W orkers ’ 

P astora l  (P a s to ra l  O p e ra r ia )  based in  Dorn W aldyr ’ s d iocese and 

l in k e d  to  a na t ionw ide  movement o f  the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  manual 

workers ( 3 6 ) .  Because o f  i t s  c l o s e - n i t ,  g ra s s - ro o ts  base o f  

the  W orker’ s P as to ra l  and i t s  p ro v is io n  of m a te r ia l  support ,  

the Workers’ P as to ra l  played a s i g n i f i c a n t  ro le  in the  n a t io n  

wide emergence o f  "Union Opposit ion" groups a t  the  end o f  the  

1970s ( 3 7 ) .

36. While  the CEBs are organised a t  the leve l  o f  th e  w o rk e rs ’ 
l o c a l i t y  and in v o lv e  a s o c ia l  movement r e la te d  to  urban issues  
and problems, the  Workers’ P astora l  is  an at tempt to  p e n e t ra te  
i n t o  the arena o f  work. P as tora l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a re  g iven  
encouragement to  meet and t a l k  about t h e i r  work problems a t  th e  
same t ime t h a t  they read and discuss r e l ig io u s  t e x t s .

37. For an in n o v a t iv e  and d e t a i l e d  a n a ly s is  o f  t h i s  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  see Meszaros, G. 1991. The C a th o l ic  Church and 
Trade Unions in B r a z i l :  A Case Study of the  R e la t io n s h ip  
Between the Dioceses o f  Sao Paulo and Santo Andre and the  
Metalworkers o f  G re a te r  Sao Paulo: 1970-1986 . PhD T h e s is .  LSE. 
U n iv e r s i t y  of  London.
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2 .3 .  The 1980 and 1983 Union E le c tio n s  and th e  T r a n s it io n  o f  

Union Governments

The "Union Oppos it ion  Group" emerged out o f  sy s te m a t ic  

meetings between a number o f  manual workers from the  N a t io n a l  

Stee l  Company, most o f  whom had some s o r t  o f  exper ience  in  the  

g ra s s - ro o ts  movements such as the Workers’ P a s t o r a l ,  or  

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  such as the  Party  o f  th e  MDB. 

As I w i l l  show in the  fo l lo w i n g  s e c t io n ,  however, the in creas e  

in  the le v e l  o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  common workers in  th e  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement only  took p lace on a widespread s c a le ,  

during and a f t e r  the  developments o f  the  f i r s t  s t r i k e  in  the  

p l a n t ,  in  1984.

The i n i t i a l  meetings were held tw ice  weekly a t  a lo ca l  

C a th o l ic  Church and in many ways fo l low e d  the dynamics o f  the  

CEBs. Everyone was encouraged to  speak up and the  agendas 

consisted o f  very  co ncre te ,  d a y - to -d a y  problems faced in  the  

pi a n t :

"We s t a r t e d  meeting o u ts id e  the  Church doors, in  R e t i r o .  
Then we s t a r t e d  meeting in  the p a roch ia l  room, in the  back 
of the Church. We would meet tw ice  a week.
-How many o f  you were th e r e  in  the beginning?
Oh, i t  v a r ie d  between 12 and 15. The days we had 20 i t  
would be l i k e  a p a r ty  because everyone would be very  
happy. But i t  was t h i s  small group, almost as a mad th in g ,
because we had nothing to  back us and a l o t  a g a in s t  us. We
would have to  ga ther  money from our own wage, to  p r i n t
th ing s  and pay f o r  expenses ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  19) .

I t  is  worth not ing  t h a t  t h i s  lo ca l  "Union O ppos it ion"  

movement f e l t  supported by the  emergence of  s i m i l a r  groups 

elsewhere in  th e  country  and by the general r i s e  o f  the  union
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movement s ince  1978 ( 3 8 ) .  The t a c t i c  o u t l in e d  by th e  "Union 

Opposit ion" was c a r e f u l l y  to  seek sympathisers in s id e  the  

p l a n t ,  but w i th  a very low p r o f i l e  of  a c t i v i t y  because o f  the  

concrete  t h r e a t  o f  l a y - o f f s  and management r e p r i s a l s .  At the  

t ime the "Opposit ion Group" s t a r te d  p u t t in g  pressure a t  

meetings c a l l e d  by Lustosa, in the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union, to  

e s t a b l i s h  the 1979 agenda f o r  n e g o t ia t io n  o f  the  Annual Work 

Agreement. According to  accounts, Metal w o rke rs ’ Union o f f i c i a l s  

were su rp r is ed  by the emergence of the "Union O ppos it ion  Group" 

and the ra d ic a l  ch a l le n g e  to  t h e i r  h i t h e r t o  undisputed

p o l i  ci e s :

" F i r s t l y  we s t a r t e d  to  a t ta c k  a t  the meetings a t  the  
union, during the  e la b o r a t io n  of  the 1979 agenda. We would 
spread ourse lves  out in  the meetings and have p re v io u s ly  
chosen people to  speak, s t im u la te  c laps and put forward  
our proposals .  But what would happen would be t h a t  Lustosa
would not take  our d e l ib e r a t io n s  to  the company, but would
change them be fore  he met w ith  management. I t  was
r id ic u lo u s .  The Opposit ion would then denounce these  
a c t io n s .  At t h i s  t ime we "went p u b l ic " ,  we s t a r t e d
producing a b u l l e t i n  and d i s t r i b u t i n g  i t  to  workers in s id e  
the p l a n t .  This  was a time when o ther  "Union Opposit ion  
Groups" were on the  r i s e  in the coun try .  We had f o r  
example, co n ta c t  w i th  Rossi,  who was the le a d e r  o f  the  
Metalworkers o p p o s i t io n  in Sao Paulo".  ( I n f .  2 0 ) .

According to  accounts by in formants ,  the major tu rn in g  

p o in t  in the lo ca l  union p o l i t i c s  was the June p u b l ic  assembly,  

which only took p lace a f t e r  the "Opposit ion Group" had to  put  

pressure on Lustosa. Th is  assembly was a t tended by 12,000  

s te e l  w o rke rs , from the N at iona l  Stee l  Company and sub

c o n t ra c t in g  companies, something never seen in V o l t a  Redonda, 

even before 1964. A f t e r  t h a t  assembly, a committee was e le c te d

to  take p a r t  in d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  w ith  management, f o r  the

38. For more d e t a i l  on t h i s  period see Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  
th es i  s .
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d r a f t i n g  o f  the  agenda f o r  the  1979 Annual Work C o n tra c t .  Th is  

committee was composed of  union leaders  from the  e x ecu t iv e  o f  

the  t ime and members o f  the "Union O p p o s i t io n " .  Th is  was a new 

and s i g n i f i c a n t l y  procedure in the u n io n ’ s l i f e  and i l l u s t r a t e d  

the type o f  proposals put forward by the  "Union Opposit ion  

Group". The p u b l ic  meeting a ls o  inaugurated a p r a c t ic e  which 

became a t ra d e  mark of  the "new u n io n is t"  movement: namely mass 

meetings o f  the rank and f i l e  t h a t  took d e c is ions  by d i r e c t ,  

o n - th e -s p o t  v o t in g .

The 1979 agenda in c luded ,  f o r  the f i r s t  t ime since 1968,  

clauses on wage increase above the government-imposed l i m i t s  

and a lso  took up the c o n d i t io n s  o f  work, the  problems o f  

"management despotism", c o n tro l  over the amount o f  over t im e ,  

and a ban on continuous s h i f t  work. Another committee formed by 

management, workers and the Regional Labour O f f i c e  was to  study  

the e x te n t  o f  hazardous and dangerous working co n d i t io n s  in the  

p la n t  and to  propose s o lu t io n s  ( 3 9 ) .

The agenda proposed by the "Union Opposit ion" in d ic a te s  

the closeness o f  the emerging leaders  to  the  rank and f i l e  and 

t h e i r  knowledgable o f  the main s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  and 

demands. I t  would seem from the  accounts t h a t ,  a longside these  

immensely s i g n i f i c a n t  issues,  the  most m o b i l is in g  proposal in  

the 1979 agenda was what came to  be known as the  "s t ru g g le  f o r  

the s ix  to  two". The widespread d is c o n te n t  f e l t  by workers on 

t h i s  issue guaranteed success f o r  the "Union O p pos it ion" .

Up u n t i l  1 979 workers who did  s h i f t  work, worked seven

39. ^Sources: Pimenta, S. Op. c i t .  1989 page 524 and Centro de 
Memoria S i n d i c a l .  1989 page 57.
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days and rested  one, t h i s  was c a l l e d  "seven to  one". The "s ix

to  two s t ru g g le "  was an a t tempt to  l i m i t  t h e i r  working week to

s ix  days and increase  t h e i r  f r e e  t im e by one day, pa id  by the

company. The fo l lo w in g  account shows the e x te n t  to  which, the

"s ix  to  two" issue was a major m o b i l is in g  fo rc e  among the

s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  the t im e:

" ( . . . )  we do not know how the workers became so m o b i l is e d ,  
we do not know, i t  was a phenomenon, a kind o f  a wave, a 
wave around the s h i f t  "s ix  to  two".  I t  was a campaign led  
by the "Union O ppos i t io n" .  There were meetings in  the
Church in  Conforto  during mornings, evenings and n ig h t s .  
This  issue r e a l l y  put a l o t  o f  workers to g e t h e r .  The 
company f e l t  t h a t  f o r  the f i r s t  t im e since 1964 the  p l a n t  
could s top.  Although we were not proposing a s t r i k e ,  the  
m o b i l is a t io n  was so e x ten s iv e  t h a t  we f e l t  t h a t  the  p l a n t  
could s top,  had such proposal been put forward" (Juarez  
Antunes, February 12 1988) .

Although the company did not g ran t  the m a jo r i t y  o f  the  

clauses proposed in the 1979 Annual Work Agenda, i t  d id  g ive  in  

on the "seven to  one" and t h i s  became a major in c e n t iv e  f o r  the  

work o f  the "Union Opposit ion  Group" to  continue and expand 

( 4 0 ) .

The whole exper ience  o f  the "1979 Work Agenda" had brought  

to g e th e r  workers from d i f f e r e n t  backgrounds, some o f  whom 

emerged as f ig u r e s  h i t h e r t o  unknown to  the organised "Union 

O p pos i t io n" .  This  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  the case o f  Juarez Antunes,  

a sen io r  furnace worker in  the SM s tee l -m a k in g  p l a n t  who had 

never been organised but had g re a t  p o t e n t i a l  as an o r a t o r  and 

c h a r is m a t ic  le a d e r .  As one in form ant  put i t :

40. According to  a document w r i t t e n  by the "Union O p p o s i t io n " ,  
the massive pu b l ic  assembly f o r  the 1980 "Annual Work 
Agreement" put pressure upon company management who granted  the  
"s ix  day working week" and a wage increase  s u p e r io r  to  the  
index proposed by the Government. There is  no re fe re n ce  to  the  
index i t s e l f .  Source: S la te  3, The "Union O p p o s i t io n ’ s"
Programme. May 1980.
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"We did t h a t  Assembly in  June 1979, w ith  12,000 workers .  
There was a p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a s t r i k e ,  but we the O ppos it ion  
did not wish to  take  i t  much f u r t h e r .  I t  would be an 
unorganised s t r i k e .  We saw t h a t  workers were m o b i l is e d .  
Juarez appeared f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime a t  t h i s  Assembly. He 
had worked a t  the p l a n t  f o r  many years but he was n e i t h e r  
from the Labour Department o f  the MDB, nor from the  
Church, nor from anywhere e ls e .  He says t h a t  in  h is  
department th e re  was a l o t  of  s t ru g g le  but i t  was noth ing  
very organ ised .  He spoke in p u b l ic  f o r  the f i r s t  t ime a t  
t h i s  Assembly and spoke very w e l l " .  ( I n f .  2 2 ) .

Not only  had Juarez never been i d e o l o g i c a l l y  l in k e d  to  any

l e f t  wing group; he a c t u a l l y  had a c e r t a i n  h o s t i l i t y  towards

p o l i t i c a l l y  organised groups. Although Juarez a f f i l i a t e d  to  th e

Workers’ Par ty  in 1980 and then broke w ith  the Par ty  and

a f f i l i a t e d  to  the PDT in  1983, he was r e l u c t a n t  to  behave as a

p ar ty  member and u s u a l ly  fo l low ed h is  own p o l i t i c a l

o r i e n t a t i o n .  This " i n d i v i d u a l i s t "  behaviour,  a ha l lmark  o f  h is

union leade rsh ip  and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  in the years to  come, would

become one o f  the major issues around which p o l i t i c a l  and

id e o lo g ic a l  d ispu tes  revo lved  in the union. For Juarez and h is

fo l lo w e rs ,  he was a man o f  charisma and independence. For h is

c r i t i c s ,  he was a p e r s o n a l i s t  f ig u r e  who invested very l i t t l e

in w o rkers ’ long term o r g a n is a t io n .  Th is  d i f f e r e n c e  in

assessment was a l rea d y  p re s en t  when a s l a t e  was being drawn up

to contest  Lustosa ’ s le a d e rs h ip  in the union e le c t i o n s  of  1980.

As f a r  as I know, th e r e  were th re e  competing s la t e s  f o r

the 1980 union e l e c t i o n s .  S l a t e  Number One, headed by Lustosa,

proposed a c o n t in u a t io n  o f  the  union ad m in s tra t ion  o f  the t im e .

Although th e re  was a growing cha l lenge  to  Lustosa as the

w orkers ’ mobi1i s a t i o n  grew and support f o r  the "Union

Opposit ion" spread, he s t i l l  had some support among r e t i r e d

workers and o ld e r  employees a t  the p l a n t .
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S la te  Number Two was formed by J a i r  who was then one o f  

the general managers in  the company’ s Personnel A d m in is t r a t io n .  

O r i g i n a l l y  a manual worker,  he had worked h is  way up the  ladder  

and was now in  a job  hold ing g r e a t  power and s ta tu s  in s id e  the  

company. I  w i l l  re tu rn  to  J a i r  l a t e r  on. His s l a t e  was 

described by some workers as the  "company’ s s la t e "  because o f  

his c lose l i n k s  w ith  company management. Although i t  might  

appear t h a t  th e r e  were s i g n i f i c a n t  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between s l a t e s  

one and two, J a i r  was a ls o  c r i t i c a l  o f  Lustosa ’ s union  

admi ni s t r a t i  o n .

S la te  Number Three was formed by the  "Union O p p o s i t io n " ,  

who came to g e th e r  to  propose an a l t e r n a t i v e  government o f  the  

union. The O p p o s i t io n ’ s Programme conta ined th re e  se ts  o f  

issues: 1) those d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  problems faced by workers  

from the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company and FEM, i t s  s u b s id ia r y ;  2)  

issues r e la t e d  to  workers from o th er  companies and sub

c o n tra c t in g  f i r m s  ( 4 1 ) ;  and 3) issues o f  a more general  

"w ork ing -c lass"  n a tu re ,  as the  programme put i t  which depended 

on n a t io n a l  m o b i l i s a t io n  and s t r u c t u r a l  p o l i t i c a l  change.

Among the many issues concerning workers from the  N a t iona l

41. Among the  many issues addressed to  the c a te g o r i  a o f
metalworkers which the union l e g a l l y  re p re s en ts ,  the f o l lo w i n g  
seem the most s i g n i f i c a n t :

. g ra n t in g  by th e  companies o f  a "unhealthy
working" bonus f o r  a l l  workers o f  a l l
departments

c r e a t io n  o f  a w o rke rs ’ committee a t  the
departmental  l e v e l s ,  in a l l  f i r m s ,  d i r e c t l y
e le c te d  by workers w ith  a one-year  mandate.

. wage increases above the cost  o f  l i v i n g .

. same j o b /  same wage p r i n c i p l e .

. the c r e a t io n  o f  the  unemployment b e n e f i t .
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S tee l  Company, the most s i g n i f i c a n t  aspect  was t h a t  

they were c lo s e ly  r e la t e d  to  s h o p - f lo o r  problems, p a r t i c u l a r l y  

what workers c a l l e d  "management despotism" and problems o f  

dangerous and unhealthy working c o n d i t io n s .

Among the gr ievances r e l a t e d  to  the w o rk in g -c la s s  a t  

n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  the most s i g n i f i c a n t  aspect o f  the  p la t fo rm  was 

i t s  q u es t io n in g  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system and i t s  proposal to  

break w i th  the  labour code in  f o r c e .  The issues ra is e d  were,  

among o th e rs :

. u n r e s t r i c t e d  r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  and a b o l i t i o n  o f  a l l  
r e s t r i c t i v e  l e g i s l a t i o n  and the  c r e a t io n  o f  a s t r i k e  
f u n d .
. autonomy o f  the union and a b o l i t i o n  of  the  union t a x .
. f o r  the r i g h t  to  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  between workers and 
management.
. s t a b i l i t y  o f  employment.
. the  40-hour  working week.

an independent union,  o f  g ra s s - ro o ts  base,  
r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  and democrat ic .
. the  c r e a t io n  of  the w o rk e rs ’ c e n t r a l .
. l i b e r t y  o f  o r g a n is a t io n ,  m o b i l i s a t io n  and m a n i f e s t a t io n  
o f  a l l  workers ( 4 2 ) .

Th is  e l e c t o r a l  p la t fo rm  suggests t h a t  the i d e n t i t y  o f  the  

"Union O ppos it ion  Group" d e r iv ed  from the ideas o f  th e  "new 

u n io n is t "  movement, which had emerged nat ionwide by t h a t  t im e .  

This  was apparent  not only in the  "O p p o s i t io n ’ s" q u es t io n in g  o f  

c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s  but a ls o  in  i t s  form o f  o r g a n is a t io n  and 

i t s  lo c a l  p la t fo rm .  The "Opposit ion Group" emerged from th e  

s h o p - f lo o r  and gave high p r i o r i t y  to  s h o p - f lo o r  issues t h a t  

were seen as major problems by s t e e l  w o rke rs .

According to  my in te r v ie w  sources,  th e  "Union Oppos it ion"  

group in  f a c t  won the 1980 e l e c t i o n s ,  but the  f r a u d u l e n t

42. Source: "Union Opposit ion  -  S la te  3. Programme o f  S t ru g g le  
and P la t fo rm  of  Immediate A c t io n " .  June 1980.

263



p r a c t ic e s  of  the group in  power, enabled Lustosa to  remain in  

o f f i c e  f o r  th re e  more years .  Although th e re  is  a strong  

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  f raud  might have occurred, th e re  is  a lso  

another  poss ib le  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  the " O p p o s i t io n ’ s" d e fe a t  in  

1980. According to  a c r i t i c a l  view o f  t h i s  process (Ve iga  e 

Fonseca 199 0 :4 9 ) ,  the "O p p o s i t io n ’ s" d e fe a t  un der l ined  the  need 

to  deepen i t s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in s id e  the company as w e l l  as in  

o th e r  companies in the  m unic ip ios  t h a t  the  union represented a t  

the t im e .  The "Opposit ion Group", i t  was argued, needed to  be 

b e t t e r  prepared to  face  the  strong and h o s t i l e  response from 

the  b u re a u c ra t ic  union le a d e rs .  Th is  in f a c t  was a lesson  

learned by the "Opposit ion" ,  as I  w i l l  show below.

A f t e r  the 1980 d e f e a t ,  the "Opposit ion Group" i n t e n s i f i e d  

i t s  work a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  w i th  

in n o v a t iv e  p ra c t ic e s  such as the  product ion  o f  d a i l y  or weekly  

b u l l e t i n s  on w orkers ’ d a y - to -d a y  problems and the exposure of  

many i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  in s id e  the  company. Campaigns a g a in s t  cases 

o f  "management despotism" as they c a l le d  i t ,  and f o r  

u n io n is a t io n ,  helped to  c r e a te  an environment o f  m o b i l is a t io n  

not p re v io u s ly  seen in the  p l a n t .  As described e a r l i e r ,  the  

"Union Opposit ion" sought to  step up i t s  s h o p - f lo o r  and grass

roots  a c t i v i t i e s :

"We worked by departments and se c to rs ,  u s u a l ly  a t  
lunch t im e.  We t r i e d  to  t e l l  people of our campaign, 
t h a t  i t  was t ime to  change the union, t h a t  the  
p r a c t ic e  had to  change. We d i s t r i b u t e d  b u l l e t i n s  made 
by us and had a monthly newspaper c a l l e d  "A Verdade"
( . . . )  t h a t  i s ,  when we had money enough because we 
had to  put in money from our own wages. The idea we 
had was to  change the  u n io n ’ e x e c u t iv e ,  which should  
work f o r  the c a te g o r ia  and not f o r  t h e i r  own b e n e f i t .
We would t r y  to  o b ta in  gains f o r  the workers way 
beyond what was ob ta ined  in  the  p a s t" .  ( I n f .  19 ) .
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In  1982, the year o f  f i r s t  e l e c t i o n  campaign s in c e  the  

P o l i t i c a l  P ar ty  reform, the Workers’ Par ty  p a r t i c i p a t e d  

a c t i v e l y  in  the  e l e c t i o n s  f o r  s t a t e  and f e d e r a l  deputy ( 4 3 ) .  

In  V o l t a  Redonda, Juarez and two o th e r  members from the  

Workers’ P ar ty  were presented as candidates  f o r  deputy,  a f t e r  

many lo ca l  conventions .  Although no candidate  from the  PT won, 

i t  was an im portant  exper ience  fo r  the "Opposit ion" and helped  

to  b u i ld  the m o b i l i s a t io n  o f  workers around them ( 4 4 ) .

In  1983 the t ime came f o r  new e le c t i o n s  to  th e  union 

e xec u t iv e  o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union. F ive d i f f e r e n t  s la t e s  

were presented .  Company management responded to  the growth of  

m i l i t a n c y  in  the p l a n t  and in the union by t r y i n g  to  fu e l  

disputes  among workers and by support ing n o n - m i l i t a n t  s l a t e s  

f o r  the union e l e c t i o n s .  The s l a t e  headed by J a i r  in  1980, and 

u n o f f i c i a l l y  supported by the company, presented i t s e l f  once

43. For more d e t a i l s  about na t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  in t h i s  p e r io d  and 
the b i r t h  o f  the Workers’ P a r ty ,  see Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .

44. The 1982 e le c t i o n s  were held a f t e r  the p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  
reform, in a con juncture  o f  p o l i t i c a l  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  a l b e i t  
w ith  a m i l i t a r y  f i g u r e  as the c o u n t ry ’ s p r e s id e n t .  The 1982 
e le c t i o n s  were f o r  governor,  senate ,  f e d e r a l  and s t a t e  de pu t ies  
as w el l  as "vereadores" (town council  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ) .  
According to  the Regional E le c to r a l  T r ibuna l  the v o t in g  p a t t e r n  
in V o l ta  Redonda f o r  the  1982 fe d e ra l  deputy e l e c t i o n s  was as 
f o l 1ows:
Party  Number o f  Votes

PDS 25 .478
PDT 23.587
PMDB 18.223
PTB 7.909
PT 6 .033

Although the  PT came l a s t  in abso lu te  numbers, two PT 
candidates ,  Jose Emidio (a  leader  from the "O p po s i t io n" )  and 
Genival da S i l v a ,  rece ived  two o f  the h ighe s t  vo tes .
Source: Data c o l l e c t e d  in  Regional E le c to r a l  T r ib u n a l .  Rio de 
Janei r o .
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again in 1983. The company’ s c re a t io n  o f  i t s  f i r s t  I n d u s t r i a l  

R e la t io n s  Department may a lso  have been a response to  the  

growth o f  the union movement in lo ca l  and n a t io n a l  terms

(45)  .

Workers from the "Union O ppos i t io n" ,  who had by now

extended t h e i r  roots  among s tee lw o rkers  a t  the N at iona l  S tee l

Company and o th e r  f i rm s  kept up t h e i r  m o b i l is in g  a c t i v i t y  as

p a r t  of  the campaign to  d e fe a t  Lustosa in  the 1983 e l e c t i o n s .

However, the c o n f l i c t  between two d i f f e r e n t  views w i t h in  the

"Opposit ion Group" became so accentuated a t  t h i s  p o in t  in t ime

th a t  the "Opposit ion" d iv id e d  in the  process o f  s l a t e

fo rm at ion ,  on programmatic issues.

Both groups from the "Union Opposit ion" were l in k e d  to  the

Workers P ar ty  ( PT) , but whereas S la t e  Four had a s trong

component of  workers from the Church Movement and o ther  l e f t

wing o rg a n is a t io n s ,  S la t e  F ive ,  around Juarez Antunes, was

s t ro n g ly  a n t i -C h u rc h .  The workers who composed i t  considered

themselves "independent" a c t i v i s t s ,  not l in k e d  to  any l e f t  wing

o rg a n is a t io n ,  d e s p i te  t h e i r  membership o f  the Workers’ P a r ty

(Veiga and Fonseca 1 9 9 0 :5 0 ) .

According to  a r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  S la t e  Four:

"Since Juarez could c i r c u l a t e  in the p l a n t ,  he would 
take  the " O p p o s i t io n ’ s Newspaper" a l l  over the  p l a n t .
He became known and assumed the head o f  the  
"Opposit ion" movement. Then, we wrongly eva lua ted  
the s i t u a t i o n  in  the  1983 e l e c t i o n s .  We sa id :  we, who 
are the most o rgan ised ,  we, who have the g r e a te s t  
number o f  m i l i t a n t s ,  w i l l  win t h i s  e l e c t i o n .  He 
(Juarez )  is  i n d i v i d u a l i s t  and p e r s o n a l i s t ,  i t  is  not 
t h a t  he is  a "pelego" but he is  not in  agreement w ith  
our methods o f  work. Our method is  to  in v e s t  in the  
w orkers ’ s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n .  He does not in v es t

45. In te r v ie w  w ith  Company management number 3.
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in t h a t .  So th e  op pos it ion  s p l i t .  The people who 
remained w i th  Juarez l a t e r  became a new oppo s i t io n  to  
the union. Juarez and others  became S la te  5 and we 
were S la te  4 . ( . . . )  We knew he was popular  but we 
thought he would lose the e le c t i o n  and we would win,  
since we were the ones w ith  the m i l i t a n t s  and 
a c t i v i s t s .  But s l a t e  5 won, w ith  70% o f  the  v o te s " .
( I n f  22) .

According to  Juarez ,  h is  main d ispu te  w ith  S la te  Four was

the t h a t  i t  inc luded  people from the C a th o l ic  Church:

"That "Opposit ion" was a Church type o f  "Opposit ion" ( . . . )  
I  have always led a l i f e  independent from the Church and 
I  d id  not want anyth ing to  do w ith  them ( . . . ) .  I  t h in k  
t h a t  th e re  are  a l o t  o f  people who are not l in k e d  to  the  
Church movements and lead the s t ru g g le  b e t t e r  than those  
from the Church" (Juarez  Antunes in te r v ie w ,  February 12 
1988) (46  ) .

I t  can be suggested t h a t  Juarez won the f i r s t  b a l l o t  

because o f  h is  c h a r is m a t ic  lea dersh ip  and the type o f  p u b l i c i t y  

surrounding him when he engaged in the 1982 e le c t i o n s  and ran 

f o r  deputy.

According to  Ju arez ,  although the oppo s i t io n  had s p l i t ,  an 

agreement was signed on h is  i n i t i a t i v e ,  between S la te  Four and 

S la te  F iv e .  Th is  s ta te d  t h a t  i f  a second b a l l o t  should be 

necessary because o f  i n s u f f i c i e n t  tu rn o u t  and i f  one o f  the  

"Opposit ion" s l a t e s  should be b e t t e r  p laced,  the o th e r  would 

withdraw from the e l e c t i o n  so as to  s trengthen the o th e r  

"Opposit ion" g roup ’ s s l a t e .

Although Juarez Antunes’ s l a t e  won the f i r s t  b a l l o t ,  the  

quorum o f  v o te rs  was a l l e g e d l y  i n s u f f i c i e n t  and new e l e c t i o n s

46. I t  seems t h a t  Juarez Antune’ s strong a n t ip a th y  f o r  the  
Church was r e c i p r o c a t e d . In  an a r t i c l e  on Dorn W a ld yr ’ s support  
of the s o c ia l  and labour  movements in V o l ta  Redonda, i t  is  
s ta te d  t h a t  h is  main problem with  Juarez was h is  p e r s o n a l i s t  
and c e n t r a l i s i n g  type o f  le a d e rs h ip .  Source: Jornal do B r a s i 1 , 
December 11 1988.
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were he ld .  In  the second b a l l o t ,  a few days l a t e r ,  the  

"Opposit ion" denounced widespread f ra u d  and c a l le d  on the  

M in is t r y  o f  Labour to look in to  the problem ( 4 7 ) .  A f t e r  a 

t h i r d  b a l l o t  was c a l le d  by the  M i n i s t r y ,  the s l a t e  headed by 

Juarez e v e n t u a l l y  won the 1983 e l e c t i o n s  ( 4 8 ) .  By the t ime o f  

the second b a l l o t ,  S la tes  Four and F ive  had come to g e th e r  as 

o r i g i n a l l y  agreed and were t r y i n g  to  r e a c t  to  the in tense  

pressure put upon the workers from th e  "Union Opposit ion  

Group".

D esp ite  the h o s t i l i t y ,  t h r e a t s  and f ra u d ,  the "Union 

Opposit ion" s l a t e  won the e x e c u t iv e  o f  th e  Metal workers ’ Union

47. According on a long re p o r t  prepared by the "Union
Opposit ion" on the events o f  the 1983 e l e c t i o n s ,  a l l  s o r ts  o f  
i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  had been p ra c t is e d  by th e  Lustosa a d m in is t ra t io n  
throughout the campaign. Most s e r i o u s l y ,  however, the re p o r t  
s t a te s  t h a t  b a l l o t  boxes were v i o l a t e d  and t h a t  the
"Opposit ion" was not a l lowed to  check th e  s ig na tu res  of  the  
e le c t i o n  panel which should be p r in te d  on the back o f  each 
b a l l o t  paper,  a t t e s t i n g  to  i t s  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  I t  is  a l le g e d  t h a t  
during the second b a l l o t  the behav iour  o f  the lo ca l
r e p r e s e n t a t i  ve o f  the M in is t r y  o f  Labour -  who by law had to  be 
present during Union e le c t i o n s  -  was o f  c o m p l ic i ty  w ith  the
i r r e g u l a r i  t i  e s .

F i n a l l y ,  during the t h i r d  b a l l o t  not only did the  
"Opposit ion" group organise  i t s e l f  b e t t e r ,  p u t t in g  a g r e a te r  
number o f  sympathisers to  co n t ro l  the  b a l l o t  boxes but, h igher  
ranks of  the M in is t r y  of  Labour were c a l l e d  in to  check the  
counting o f  vo tes .  Source: "Report -  Union E le c t io n s  in V o l t a  
Redonda". 1983.

48. I t  is  w orthw hi le  noting the  e x t e n t  to  which the M in is t r y  o f  
Labour e n c i r c le d  and co nstra ined  union a c t i v i t y  a t  the t im e ,  
and a t  the same time worked as a l e g i t i m i s i n g  fo rc e  in  a 
context  o f  ru th le s s  p o l i t i c a l  c o m p e t i t io n  such as the behaviour  
of Lustosa ’ s s l a t e .  The f a c t  t h a t  the  "Opposit ion" group which 
questioned the labour code and wanted i t  changed, had to  r e l y  
on the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour to  p r o t e c t  i t s  v i c t o r y  a g a in s t  f r a u d ,  
seems i r o n i c .  At the same t im e ,  the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour, through  
i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e g u la t io n s ,  had to  support the  
"O p p o s i t io n ’ s" c la im  even though M i n i s t r y  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  mi ght  
have wanted the v i c t o r y  to  go to  the  p r o - s ta tu s -q u o  s l a t e s .
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by 7 ,060 votes to  Lustosas ’ 1 ,969 and J a i r ’ s 103 ( 4 9 ) .

2 . 4 .  The "New U n io n is t "  Government o f  the  Union

The "Union O ppos it ion"  took o f f i c e  as the e x ec u t iv e  o f  the  

Metal w orkers ’ Union on September 9 1983 ( 5 0 ) .  The m a jo r i ty  o f  

the workers who made up the union e x e c u t iv e  were young workers,  

w ith  l i t t l e  p o l i t i c a l  ex per ie nce  and no p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in p re -  

1964 unionism. The d is p u te s  among the two f a c t io n s  w i t h in  the  

"Opposit ion Group" which had led to  the  s p l i t  during the union 

e l e c t i o n s ,  were t e m p o r a r i l y  l e f t  a s id e .  The new union o f f i c i a l s  

t r i e d  to  implement a type o f  union government in marked 

c o n t ra s t  to  Lu s to sa ’ s b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism and in s p i re d  by the

49. Source: Hand-out from the Metalworkers Union of  V o l t a
Redonda. 1983.

50. The union e x e c u t iv e  by post and company of  o r i g i n  in 1983 
was as f o l 1ows:

Union Executive Posts and the  Names o f  the  Companies of  O r ig in  
o f  the New Execut ive  Members 

Main Posts
P res id en t  CSN
S ecre ta ry  CSN
Treasurer  CSN
Socia l  D i r e c t o r  CSN
Adm. D i r e c t o r  CSN
J u d ic ia l  D i r e c t o r  CSN

"Grass Roots" D i r e c t o r  CSN
Fisea l  Counci 1 

CSN 
CSN 
CSN

Federa t i  on 
FORNASA 
SAUDADE

Source: Data C o l le c te d  from the  Metal workers1 Uni on . 1988.

Deputy Posts
CSN
CSN
Barbara
CSN
CSN
SAUDADE
CSN

Deputy Posts 
CSN 
CSN 
CSN

Deputy Posts 
CSN 
CSN
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"new u n i o n i s t "  movement .

Issues o f  a c t i v e  s h o p - f lo o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and rank and 

f i l e  m o b i l is a t io n  were high on t h e i r  agenda. The campaign fo r  

" u n io n is a t io n "  was expanded f u r t h e r .  An " a g i t -p ro p "  p o l i c y  to  

p u b l ic is e  the new board o f  d i r e c t o r s  and m o b i l is e  meta lworkers  

was i n i t i a t e d .  Union d i r e c t o r s  bought a " t a l k i n g  l o r r y "  to  

c i r c u l a t e  near the gates o f  Nat iona l  S tee l  Company and o ther  

m e t a l lu r g ic a l  f i r m s .  The union s t a r t e d  producing th re e  

b u l l e t i n s  a week and a monthly newspaper. Many o f  the new union 

d i r e c t o r s  would go to  the  company’ s gate  a t  the beginning of  

the  s h i f t s  to  t a l k  to  workers and e s t a b l i s h  c lose  contac ts  

(51 ) .

Despite  the changes in the union regime, i t  was not easy 

f o r  members o f  the "Union Opposit ion" to  assume c o n tro l  o f  the  

Metal w o rke rs ’ Union. Not on ly  were they faced w i th  a complex 

and expensive a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  system, but they were g r e a t l y  

l im i t e d  by t h e i r  own in exp er ience .  Although one o f  the  

" O p p o s i t io n ’ s" main o b j e c t i v e  was to  change the b u re a u c ra t ic  

mode of  running the union, t h i s  demanded knowledge and 

e x p e r t i s e .  By t h i s  t ime the  M in is t r y  o f  Labour had somewhat 

reduced the r e g u la t io n s  on union a d m in is t r a t io n ,  but the union 

s t i l l  needed to  f o l lo w  many b u re a u c ra t ic  procedures in  response 

to  the M i n i s t r y ’ s demands ( 5 2 ) .

A f u r t h e r  problem fa c in g  the new union e x e c u t iv e  was how 

to  a r t i c u l a t e  two i n t e r r e l a t e d  p r i o r i t i e s .  One o f  these

51. Sources: Veiga,  S. and Fonseca, I .  1990 page 51, and 
in te r v ie w  w ith  s te e l  w o rk e rs , In formants 2 and 22.

52. On the types o f  demands made by the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour see 
d e t a i l s  on the  c o r p o r a t i s t  union in Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .
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p r i o r i t i e s  was to  change the union a d m in is t r a t io n  so t h a t  i t  

was less a p ro v id e r  o f  w e l fa re  s e rv ic e s  and more p o l i t i c a l l y  

a c t iv e  and m i l i t a n t .  Another p r i o r i t y  was to  increase  the  

l e a d e r s ’ own re p re s e n ta t iv e n e s s  and to  encourage a m i l i t a n t  and 

a c t iv e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by the rank and f i l e .  These were 

ch a l le n g in g  o b je c t iv e s  and they faced a number o f  i n t e r n a l  and 

e x te rn a l  c o n s t r a i n t s .

According to  one source, f o r  example, when the  "Opposit ion  

Group" took o f f i c e  the union employed a s t a f f  o f  170 people ,  o f  

whom 20 were d e n t i s t s  and 30 were do c to rs .  The o th ers  were 

lawyers, s e c r e t a r i e s  and accountants .  This  la rg e  s t a f f  

committed the u n io n ’ s f in an ces  h e a v i l y .  According to  the same 

source, the e x e c u t i v e ’ s long term o b j e c t i v e  was to  reduce the  

union s t a f f  by 50% ( 5 3 ) .

One month a f t e r  ta k in g  o f f i c e ,  the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union 

a f f i l i a t e d  to  the newly c rea ted  CUT -  C en tra l  Unica dos 

Trab a lh ado re s . This  marked a more l e f t  wing o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  the  

union. La te r  in t h i s  p e r io d ,  Juarez Antunes became a member of  

CUT’ s top e x e c u t iv e  committee, to g e th e r  w i th  Lu la ,  Jacob B i t t a r  

and o ther  lead in g  nacional labour f i g u r e s .

When the "Union Opposit ion" took o f f i c e ,  more than 50% of  

i t s  e x ec u t iv e  board continued to  work as s te e lw o rk e rs  in the  

Nationa l  S tee l  Company. This behaviour marked a s t rong  c o n t r a s t  

with the former b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  union o f f i c i a l s ,  closed in 

t h e i r  o f f i c e s  w i th  l i t t l e  or no co n tac t  w i th  the s h o p - f lo o r .  As 

the new union a d m in is t r a t io n  had not y e t  won any o r g a n is a t io n a l  

guarantees from management, th e re  was no leg a l  p ro v is io n  f o r

53. In t e r v ie w  w i th  a union a d v is e r .  January 1990.
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e i t h e r  in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  lea d e rs h ip  or  f o r  union 

re p re s e n ta t io n  on the  s h o p - f lo o r .  Since the  new union leaders  

gave p r i o r i t y  to  the development o f  c lo se  l in k s  between rank 

and f i l e  and union leaders  and the c o n ta c t  w ith  the s h o p - f lo o r  

as a fundamental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  the new union government,  

the new leaders  opted to  cont inue  working w h i l s t  they c a r r i e d  

out t h e i r  d u t ie s  as union o f f i c i a l s .

3 . The 1984 S t r ik e

3 . 1 .  The B u ild -U p  to  th e  1984 S t r ik e

A f t e r  on ly  one month in o f f i c e ,  the new union 

a d m in is t ra t io n  was presented w i th  an issue which generated a 

high le v e l  o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  among the s te e lw o rk e rs  from the  

N at iona l  S tee l  Company. Th is  issue was the government’ s 

withdrawal o f  many r i g h t s  he ld by s tate-owned employees.

Decree-Law number 2036 e s ta b l is h e d  t h a t  workers employed 

a f t e r  June 28 1983, would no longer be e n t i t l e d  to  the

fo l lo w in g  r ig h t s :  1) the  t i m e - i n - s e r v i c e  bonus o f  15% which had 

been granted every 2 years;  and 2) a s e r ie s  o f  bonuses and 

premiums such as the " g i r a f f e "  which was paid as an e x t r a  wage, 

once a year .

At the same t im e ,  a g a in s t  a background o f  economic c r i s i s  

in the country ,  Decree-Law 2037 reduced the budget of  s t a t e -  

owned companies by 20%. Union leaders  considered t h a t  these two 

decrees would put f u r t h e r  pressure upon w o rk e rs ’ jobs and 

undermine the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  o b ta in in g  improved b e n e f i t s  or
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wage increases  ( 5 4 ) .  Moreover,  the  c re a t io n  o f  d i f f e r e n t i a l  

b e n e f i t s  among the s te e l  workers ’ group could have the  e f f e c t  o f  

p o l i t i c a l l y  s p l i t t i n g  the workers in to  two d i s t i n c t  b locs .

A s e r ie s  o f  union handouts, in d ic a te s  t h a t  the  new 

e x e cu t iv e  c a l l e d  on workers to  a t tend  a number of  mass meetings  

to  discuss the new s i t u a t i o n  crea ted  by these decrees ( 5 5 ) .  

Workers were a ls o  in v i t e d  to  a t tend  sm al le r  types o f  meetings  

in the union b u i ld in g ,  geared to  d i f f e r e n t  departments and work 

schedules a t  the G e t u l io  Vargas p l a n t .  As f a r  as I  know, 

although the number o f  workers a t ten d in g  informal s h o p - f lo o r  

meetings a t  the union had grown, s ince the t ime o f  Lu stosa ’ s 

a d m in is t r a t io n ,  w orkers ’ s t i l l  did not p a r t i c i p a t e  d i r e c t l y  on 

a mass basis  during t h i s  f i r s t  year o f  the new union regime.

From January 1983 onwards, the government had issued a 

s e r ie s  o f  wage laws and decree laws w h i le  i t  t r i e d  to  n e g o t ia te  

long term wage and s t r i k e  laws w ith  the Congress ( 5 6 ) .

54. Source: "Handouts number 1, 2, 3 and 4 on the two decrees" ,  
Metalworkers Union. 1984.

55. The c o l l e c t i o n  of union handouts is  p a r t  o f  the  secondary  
m a te r ia l  brought to  London from the f ie ld w o r k .  These handouts,  
" b u l l e t i n s "  or " o f f i c i a l  no tes " ,  to g e th er  w ith  shop- f l o o r  
leve l  meetings and company gate  t a l k s ,  were the major channels  
of  communication w ith  the  rank and f i l e  during the f i r s t  years  
o f  the new union e x e c u t iv e .

56. As a l re a d y  o u t l in e d  in d e t a i l  in  Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  t h e s is ,  
the f i r s t  wage law issued by government dates from 1964, w ith  
decree number 54 .018 which co nstra ine d  wage increases to  the  
p r ic e  index and le v e ls  o f  a n t i c i p a t e d  i n f l a t i o n .  I t  e s ta b l is h e d  
the maximum le v e l  o f  wage increase  not the minimum as might be 
expected from l e g i s l a t i o n  o f  t h i s  nature and com plete ly  
e l im in a te d  any p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  b a rg a in ing .

According to  O l i v e i r a ,  the  wage l e g i s l a t i o n  in B r a z i l  was 
p r a c t i c a l l y  un a l te re d  between 1964 and 1979. During the  advent  
of  "new unionism", the emergence o f  s t r i k e s  and d i r e c t  
n e g o t ia t io n s  between employers and workers in th e  dynamic 
s e c to r ,  not on ly  was the Anti  S t r i k e  Law 4 .330  ignored but a lso  
the governments’ wage p o l i c y .  Some wage increases were ob ta ined
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During t h i s  per iod  the Labour Court  re ta in e d  i t s  power to  

a r b i t r a t e  wages in cases o f  d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o .

At V o l t a  Redonda, the u n io n ’ s main response was to  

re p u d ia te  the issu ing o f  the wage decrees and to  s p e l l  out  

t h e i r  p r a c t i c a l  consequences a t  w o rke rs ’ assemblies and 

meetings .  In  January 1984 the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union cont inued the  

process o f  changeover and sought to  m ob i l ise  t h e i r  base by way 

o f  b u l l e t i n s ,  s h o p - f lo o r  meetings and small assemblies a t  the  

union premises.  Although the data  base fo r  the Annual Work 

C o n tra c t  o f  the s te e lw o rke rs  of  V o l t a  Redonda was f i r s t  o f  

J u ly ,  the  union a l rea d y  i n i t i a t e d  a survey among the  rank and 

f i l e  to  f i n d  out which issues they wanted on the agenda f o r  

n e g o t i a t i o n .  This  research was c a r r i e d  out by means o f  union 

b u l l e t i n s ,  e n t i t l e d  "Research f o r  the Wage Campaign", which 

were d i s t r i b u t e d  to  workers and c o l l e c t e d  severa l  t imes a day 

a t  the p l a n t  gates .

These procedures, which o f f i c i a l l y  launched the  Wage 

Campaign P er iod ,  marked a complete change from Lu stosa ’ s 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  In  past wage campaign per iods ,  workers were 

al lowed very l i t t l e  say in  the b u i ld in g  of the agenda to  be

as a r e s u l t  o f  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n  and, on some occasions the  
Labour Court  i t s e l f ,  was g iv in g  h igher  wage increases than t h a t  
proposed by the c r i t e r i o n  in  the  wage law.

To respond to  these developments, the government proposed 
and passed in the Congress where i t  held a m a jo r i t y ,  a new wage 
law, number 6 .708  which was put in t o  fo rc e  in  November 1979 
u n t i l  January 1983, when a t h i r d  wage law was issued.

The major innovat ion  o f  the 1979 wage law, accord ing  to  
O l i v e i r a ,  was t h a t  i t  a l lowed f o r  d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  between 
workers and managers, f o r  wage increase  w h i le ,  a t  the  same t ime  
d i c t a t i n g  the l i m i t s  o f  wage readjustments to  accompany the  
r i s i n g  i n f l a t i o n .  The former index was to  be c a lc u la t e d  by the  
government’ s Nat iona l  Consumer P r ic e  Index (INPC) a p p l ie d  using  
a graduated s c a le ,  every s ix  months. O l i v e i r a ,  C. " P o l f t i c a  
S a l a r i a l  e Negociagao C o le t i v a  no B r a s i l " .  1989 pages 6 - 7 .
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addressed to  management, and put forward issues t h a t  were very  

1 im ited  in  scope.

The handout m a t e r i a l ,  f u r t h e r  shows t h a t  the union began 

a s e r ie s  o f  s e c t o r i a l  meetings in s id e  the  p la n t  to  deepen i t s  

co ntac ts  w i th  workers and to  ob ta in  g r e a te r  d e t a i l s  on working  

c o n d i t io n s ,  e t c .  The outcome o f  these meetings was p r in te d  in  

the union b u l l e t i n s  so t h a t  the issues could become p u b l ic  

( 5 7 ) .

Two events in May 1984, came t o  e x e r t  a s i g n i f i c a n t  

in f lu e n c e  upon f u t u r e  developments.  The f i r s t  was the  

unprecedented s t r i k e ,  l a s t i n g  two days, o f  workers from the  

Barbara S tee l  Company located  in Barra  Mansa. Th is  s t r i k e  

c o n s t i tu te d  a major breakthrough in terms o f  union p o l i t i c s ,  

both because the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f f e r e d  i t s  prompt support  

and because the  s t r i k e  was r e l a t i v e l y  su cc e ss fu l .  Th is  was an 

i n t e r e s t i n g  c o n t r a s t  w i th  the "expansion workers" s t r i k e  o f  

1 979 .

The second im portant  event in May 1984 fo l low e d  the  

discovery  by union lea ders  of  s i g n i f i c a n t  wage d i f f e r e n t i a l s  

between workers a t  the COSIPA p la n t  and the N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company. The "new u n io n is t"  leaders  were ab le  to  e s t a b l i s h  

l i n k s  w i th  t h e i r  c o u n te rp a r ts  a t  COSIPA and to  o b ta in  d e t a i l e d  

in fo rm a t io n  on wage le v e l s  th e r e .  I t  turned out t h a t  the  

a l le g e d  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  were between 20% and 100%, depending on

57. Source: Hand-out m a te r ia l  from the  Union B u l l e t i n s .
Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union. 1983 and 1984.
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the  wage l e v e ls  compared ( 5 8 ) .  This in fo rm a t io n  became a 

major m o b i l is in g  fo rc e  among workers a t  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  

Company, who f e l t  v ic t im s  o f  i n j u s t i c e  s ince  both companies 

were state -owned and s u b je c t  to  the  same p r ic e  co n tro l  

p o l i  ci  e s .

From January to  May 1983, the union ex e cu t iv e  continued to  

lead a dynamic wage campaign w ith  incre as ing  m o b i l i s a t io n  from 

workers and the  use o f  d i r e c t  t a c t i c s  by leaders  t o  encourage  

g r e a te r  a c t i v i t y  and d iscu ss io n .  Small p r o t e s t  events  were 

organised as a p re p a ra t io n  f o r  a poss ib le  s t r i k e ;  f o r  example,  

a one day boycott  o f  the company’ s food ( 5 9 ) ,  or the  

“occupation day" on May 10, when a l l  workers were c a l l e d  upon 

to  e n te r  the  p la n t  and assemble in the p l a n t ’ s yard f o r  a few 

hours ( 6 0 ) .

At the f i r s t  mass assembly of the pe r io d ,  on May 20, 1984 

the workers o f f i c i a l l y  approved the Wage Campaign Agenda and 

the union leaders  s t a r t e d  the complex b u re a u c ra t ic  procedure  

prescr ibed  by the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour. At the same t ime the  

leaders  continued the "new u n io n is t"  t a c t i c s  o f  m o b i l i s in g  the  

l a r g e s t  number o f  workers a t  mass meetings f o r  d iscuss ions  and 

dec is ions  about the new work c o n t ra c t .

The mass meeting, which brought to g e th e r  7 ,000  workers,

58. According to  a news r e p o r t ,  w h i le  th e  i n i t i a l  
s t e e lw o r k e r s ’ wage ladder  a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company was Cr$ 
114,000.  the same le v e l  in  COSIPA was Cr$ 2 4 7 ,0 00 .  Source: 
Folha de Sao P a u lo , May 21 1984.

59. Union b u l l e t i n s  number 141 to  149. May-June 1984 and Folha  
de Sao P a u lo . May 1 1984.

60. B u l l e t i n s  numbers 150 to  154, May-June 1984. According to  
newspaper sources JO,000 workers p a r t i c i p a t e d  in t h i s  p r o t e s t .  
Source: Folha de Sao P a u lo , May 18 1984.
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was considered by leaders  as a major success. The Wage Campaign 

Agenda which re s u l te d  from t h i s  m o b i l i s a t io n ,  had 45 c lauses on 

economic issues ,  working c o n d i t io n s  and p o l i t i c a l  demands:

1) The economic demands included a pomplete end to  wage 
d i f f e r e n t i a l s  w ith  workers from COSIPA; a 100% increase  in  
over t im e  bonus, and wage readjustments  every th re e  months 
in s tea d  o f  the s ix  months l a i d  down in the  government’ s 
wage law o f  the p e r io d .

2) Issues concerning working c o n d i t io n s  inc luded the  
b u i ld in g  o f  canteens in  the p l a n t ’ s departments; the  
improvement and b u i ld i n g  o f  restrooms and bathrooms; the  
payment o f  the bonus f o r  unhealthy working c o n d i t io n s  to  
al 1 workers in th e  p l a n t ;  and the  ex tens ion  o f  bonus 
payment f o r  dangerous working areas to  many departments in  
the p l a n t .

3) The p o l i t i c a l  g r iev ances  included freedom f o r  a l l  union 
e x e c u t iv e  members to  e n t e r  the  p l a n t  a t  any t ime; a change 
in  the  da ta  base to  May 1, to  c o inc id e  w i th  the  whole of  
the Metal w orkers ’ c a te g o r i  a in  the reg ion;  lega l  
re p r e s e n t a t io n  of  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s ;  a union n o t ic e  
board on the s h o p - f lo o r ;  and e l e c t i o n  o f  CIPA 
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  on a democrat ic  bas is .

The f i r s t  meeting between union and managers, which took  

place in the  w o rke rs ’ c lu b ,  was c h a ra c te r is e d  by very l i t t l e  

n e g o t ia t io n .  Management then c a l l e d  in  the Labour Court to  

mediate d iscuss ions ,  and th e  second n e g o t ia t in g  meeting took  

place a t  the Regional Labour Court  in Rio de J a n e i ro .  Although  

a diss~fdio c o l e t i v o  as such had not been c a l l e d  y e t ,  the  

mediat ion o f  the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour was c l e a r l y  a t a c t i c a l  

response by management to  w o rk e rs ’ m o b i l i s a t io n .

According to  sources, i t  was q u i te  c l e a r  t h a t  management 

was w i l l i n g  to  give  very l i t t l e ,  and t h a t  i t  would plead lack  

of autonomy in  r e l a t i o n  to  the  economic clauses to  t r y  to  

e s t a b l i s h  a d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o  so t h a t  i t  would be taken to
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c o u r t  f o r  th e  labour judges to  decide ( 6 1 ) .  Most probably ,  

according to  management’ s th i n k i n g ,  th e  Labour Court would 

r e j e c t  90% o f  the demands s ince they d i r e c t l y  c o n f l i c t e d  w ith  

the  Labour Code and the wage laws. Furthermore,  basing

themselves on a s t r i k e - f r e e  h i s t o r y ,  company managers could not  

b e l ie v e  t h a t  workers were s u f f i c i e n t l y  m ob i l ised  to  s t r i k e  and 

to  seek to  e x t r a c t  concessions from managers from a more

powerful p o s i t io n .

I t  was probably as a r e s u l t  o f  th e  prev ious f ive -m onth  

m o b i l i s a t io n ,  the comprehensive agenda f o r  the 1984 Wage 

Campaign, and the ne ga t iv e  response o f  management t h a t  the  

f i r s t  mass meeting a t  the  company yard a f t e r  the Labour Court  

session in Rio de J a n e i ro ,  was a t tended by 10.000 workers.  This  

c o n s t i t u t e d  a major break w i th  the previous union

a d m in is t r a t io n ,  in the lev e l  o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  and the type of

democratic  concerns expressed by the new le a d e rs h ip .  During  

t h i s  meeting th e re  was the unprecedented co n s id e ra t io n  o f  a 

s t r i k e  as a concrete  a l t e r n a t i v e  ( 6 2 ) .

According to  sources, the d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h in  the union 

lea d e rs h ip  were by now deepening to  danger p o in t  and 

c r y s t a l l i s i n g  around the  question o f  s t r i k e  a c t io n .  Juarez  

Antunes and h is  group wished to  comply w i th  a l l  the M i n i s t e r i a l  

r e g u la t io n s  concerning n e g o t ia t io n s  b e fo re  a s t r i k e  was c a l l e d .

61. Union b u l l e t i n s ;  "One Year of  "New Unionism" -  Booklet ,  
September 1985; and in formants number 17, 20 and 22.

62. A d e t a i l e d  account o f  the th re e  p r i n c i p a l  mass meetings  
before  the s t r i k e  emphasises t h a t  they were "as democratic  as 
p o s s i b le ” . "At the meetings, i t  was the workers themselves who 
decided the next  speaker and how much t im e each would have to  
speak. Source: "One Year of  S trugg les "  -  September 1985.
Metal w o rke rs ’ Union.
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An opposing group took a more c r i t i c a l  p o s i t io n  and wanted a 

s t r i k e  to  be c a l l e d  im mediate ly  ( 6 3 ) .

The p o s i t io n  o f  Juarez Antunes won m a jo r i ty  su pport ,  and 

on the t h i r d  mass meeting,  i t  was e s ta b l is h e d  t h a t  th e  s t r i k e  

proposal would be voted on by s e c re t  b a l l o t ,  but t h a t  i t s  

actua l  d e c la r a t io n  would depend on the  second c o n c i l i a t o r y  

meeting between workers and company managers. The s t r i k e  would 

take  place on ly  i f  management mainta ined i t s  n o n -n e g o t ia t in g  

p o s i t io n .  The b a l l o t  was 99% in favour  o f  a s t r i k e  and the  

meeting w ith  management ended with  no new proposals .  The s t r i k e  

was c a l le d  f o r  m idn ight  on May 20, and d e t a i l e d  p re p a ra to ry  

procedures were made f o r  workers to  remain in the p l a n t .

3 . 2 .  The S t r i k e

From May 20 to  May 24, 1984, s tee lw ork ers  from the

Nat iona l  S tee l  Company went on s t r i k e ,  f o r  the f i r s t  t ime in  

the company’ s h i s t o r y .  Workers occupied the p la n t  and kept the  

v i t a l  machinery working. Th is  s t r i k e  marked a tu rn in g  p o in t  in  

terms o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  and re c o g n i t io n  by workers o f  the  new 

leaders who had been voted in to  o f f i c e  only a few months

63. The a n t i - s t r i k e  law, number 4 .3 3 0  o f  1964, was s l i g h t l y  
changed in 1978 as a r e s u l t  o f  the emergence of  “new unionism" 
and the impasses t h a t  4 .3 3 0  had c rea ted  by i t s  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  
c h a ra c te r .  The new law -  Decree Law number 1.632 o f  1978 -  
extended the leg a l  grounds f o r  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y ,  but a t  the  same 
t ime i t  dec lared  a l l  s t r i k e s  in the e s s e n t ia l  sectors  in c lu d in g  
banks, i l l e g a l .  A d d i t i o n a l l y  the M i n i s t e r  o f  Labour was given  
power to  inc lude  o th er  areas as " e s s e n t ia l "  according to  h is  
own d i s c r e t i o n .  For more d e t a i l s  see M o re ira  A lves,  M. "Trade  
Unions in B r a z i l "  in Labour Autonomy and the S t a t e . 1988a page 
70. For a general overview about s t r i k e  laws, see Sandoval,  S. 
S t r i  kes i n Braz i 1. 1984.
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b e fo re .  A lso very  important  was th e  c le a r  symbolic

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  t h a t  the s t r i k e  e s ta b l is h e d  between the new

g e n e ra t io n  o f  workers from the o ld ,  i d e n t i f y i n g  the former w i th

the na t ionw ide  expansion o f  the "new u n io n is t "  movement and

w ith  the s t r u g g le  f o r  w o rk e rs ’ p o l i t i c a l  and s o c ia l  r i g h t s .

The 1984 s t r i k e  a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company r a p id ly  drew

nat ionwide p u b l ic  a t t e n t i o n  and support from organised lab ou r .

The general  atmosphere in the p la n t  was one o f  de f iance  a g a in s t

managers, company d i r e c t o r s  and government. According t o

workers who were a c t i v e l y  invo lved ,  the  d a y - to -d a y  progress o f

the  s t r i k e  was an im portan t  c o l l e c t i v e  exper ience :

“The f i r s t  one, the 1984 s t r i k e  was a new exper ience  
f o r  a l l  o f  us. We had never had t h a t  experience  
before  and people d i d n ’ t  even b e l ie v e  when i t  
happened! The m a jo r i t y  d id n ’ t  have ye t  a c le a r  
pe rcep t ion  o f  the th in g  but th e r e  was a group who 
took charge.  Because o f  our in e xp e r ien c e  th ere  were 
a l o t  o f  p o l i t i c a l  f a i l u r e s  but i t  was an in c r e d ib le  
e x p e r ie n c e !" .  ( I n f .  5 ) .

"The 1984 s t r i k e  was r e a l l y  something! ( . . . )  People  
have to  have consciousness during a s t r i k e .  In  1984 
only  %̂ d id  not p a r t i c i p a t e ;  the  r e s t  were a l l  th e r e ,  
to g e t h e r ,  s le e p in g  and s tay in g  in  th e  p l a n t .  I t  is  
t o r t u r e  to  s tay  th e re  a t  n ig h t ,  i t  i s  very  co ld ,  but 
we stayed and gathered in the v a r io u s  yards in s id e  
the p l a n t .  Despite  a l l  the problems, we kept f i g h t i n g  
f o r  our cause". ( I n f .  1 ) .

" I  have taken p a r t  in  a l l  the s t r i k e s  a t  CSN, a l l  
occupation s t r i k e s ,  but the f i r s t  was s p e c i a l .  We a te  
and s l e p t  in s id e  the p l a n t .  We did  not lay  our hands 
on any equipment but took care o f  the  machines to  
make sure t h a t  no one broke them and put the blame on 
the workers.  We stayed to g e th er  most o f  the t im e ,  
c h a t t in g .  Some men brought g u i t a r s  in  and th e re  would 
be some s in g in g .  Others played f o o t b a l l  during the  
less s t r e s s f u l  moments of  the o c cup at ion" .  ( I n f .  5 6 ) .

As a r e s u l t  o f  the breakdown o f  n e g o t ia t io n s  between

workers and management, a d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o  was declared by the

Labour Court judge .  According to  d i f f e r e n t  sources, th e re  were
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two " c o n c i l i a t i o n  meetings" between the Metal w o rkers ’ Union and 

management during the f i v e  day s t r i k e ,  mediated by a judge from 

the  Regional Labour C ourt .  In  a p a r a l l e l  process, however, the  

d e c la r a t io n  of  a d iss i 'd io  c o l e t i v o  had o f f i c i a l l y  took the  

m atte r  out o f  the hands o f  the d is p u t in g  p a r t i e s  and 

t r a n s f e r r e d  i t  to  the Labour Court  to  judge.

These developments s t ro n g ly  h ig h l ig h t e d  a tens ion  between 

the untouched lega l  framework of  the CLT Law and the  "custom 

and p ra c t ic e "  s t r a t e g i e s  which had been developing s ince the  

b i r t h  o f  "new unionism", and fo rc in g  government and company 

managers to  innovate in  t h e i r  response to  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .  

This  "custom and p r a c t ic e "  type o f  n e g o t ia t io n  weakened the  

lega l  c o n s t ra in ts  of  the  CLT Law and expanded w o rkers ’ r ig h t s  

and o rg a n is a t io n a l  dynamics. Many o f  the events s ince the s t a r t  

o f  the Wage Campaign Per iod in January 1984 were c l e a r l y  

i 1 legal  from the p o in t  o f  view o f  the CLT and "p u b l ic  order"  

laws. N ever the less ,  the  government chose not to  in te rv e n e  

d i r e c t l y ,  e i t h e r  by leg a l  coerc ion or by physical  rep ress io n .

There are th re e  p o s s ib le  e x p la n a t io n s  f o r  t h i s .  One is  

t h a t ,  because o f  the powerful w o rke rs ’ m o b i l is a t io n  and the  

nationwide support from organised labour ,  d i r e c t  re p res s iv e  

a c t ion  would most l i k e l y  have broken the support given by 

p o l i t i c a l  fo rces  in the country  f o r  the government’ s ne g o t ia ted  

l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  p r o j e c t .

A second ex p la n a t io n  is  t h a t  the s t r a t e g i c  importance of  

the N at iona l  Stee l  Company in the B r a z i l i a n  s te e l  market of  

t i n p l a t e s ,  and the need to  guarantee the proper use and 

maintenance o f  the equipment,  made government and company
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management dependent on the union le a d e rs h ip  to  "c o n t ro l"  i t s  

rank and f i l e  and guarantee the i n t e g r i t y  o f  the p l a n t .  I f  

o u t r i g h t  repress ion  would have h i t  f i r s t  a t  t h a t  le a d e rs h ip ,  

th e re  would have been un foreseeab le  consequences in  terms o f  

the d u ra t io n  and u n fo ld in g  o f  the s t r i k e .

The t h i r d  e x p la n a t io n  is  t h a t ,  as the union d iv id e d  

between the Juarez Antunes f a c t i o n  and another group w i th  a 

more ra d ic a l  and c o n f r o n ta t io n a l  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  the management 

might have wanted to  s t rengthen  J u a r e z ’ s f a c t io n  which sought  

to  pursue n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management ( 6 4 ) .

During i t s  two meetings w i th  workers, management 

vehemently r e je c te d  the  demands f o r  wage p a r i t y  w i th  COSIPA. 

They d id ,  however, o f f e r  some economic b e n e f i t s ,  commit 

themselves to  an improvement in  working c o n d i t io n s ,  and accept  

im portant  p o l i t i c a l  advances f o r  the  union.  These c lauses were 

proposed by management in the May 23 meet ing,  one day before  

the judgement o f  the d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o  by the Labour Court .  I t  

can be suggested t h a t  t h i s  n e g o t ia t io n  was a r a t i o n a l - c h o i c e  

e x erc is e  by workers and management ( 6 5 ) .  From management’ s 

p o in t  o f  view, the imminence o f  the  Labour Court r u l in g  acted  

as a source o f  pressure on the  workers to  concede. The w o rk e rs ’ 

r a t i o n a l e  was s i m i l a r  to  management’ s. Union leaders  thought

64. Th is  is  a po ss ib le  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  events which c o n f l i c t  
w ith  o ther  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . For another  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  the  
events see " V i t o r i o s a  a Greve da Companhia S id e ru rg ic a  
N ac iona l" .  IBASE, 1984.

65. For an i n t e r e s t i n g  t h e o r e t i c a l  model on the  type of  
r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  by management and workers which takes p lace  
during a s t r i k e  see Crouch. C. Trade Unions: The Logic o f
C o l l e c t i v e  A c t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y  chapter  Three: The Means of
C o l l e c t i v e  A c t io n .  1982.
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t h a t ,  most probab ly ,  the  d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o  judgement on the  

f o l lo w i n g  day would d e c la re  the s t r i k e  i l l e g a l ,  w i th  grave  

consequences f o r  the  le a d e rs  and the union; and, a t  the  same 

t im e ,  t h a t  i t  would probab ly  endorse very few o f  the  o th e r  

gr ievances  in the  w o rk e rs ’ agenda. Thus, the m a j o r i t y  o f  the  

union leaders  came to  t h i s  view t h a t  the  s t r i k e  should end.

3 . 3 .  F in a l Remarks

Of the 45 items in  th e  Work C o n tra c t  Agenda, company 

managers granted 25. Although the economic gains were very  

small -  union lea de rs  a l l e g e d  t h a t  they did  not t o t a l  more than  

8% over the INPC co nsu m er-p r ice - ind ex  -  th e re  were s i g n i f i c a n t  

p o l i t i c a l  and o r g a n is a t io n a l  advances.

The 1984 Agreement e s ta b l is h e d  an increase  in the bonus 

f o r  overt ime from the  o r i g i n a l  20% le v e l  to  25% in the  f i r s t  

two hours, then 50% in the  fo l lo w in g  two hours, and 70% in a l l  

subsequent hours. At the  same t ime,  an upper l i m i t  o f  16 hours 

per week was s e t  on the  amount o f  over t im e  t h a t  could be 

worked.

Workers were given a “d i s c i p l i n a r y  amnesty" which meant 

t h a t  events during  the  s t r i k e  would not be en tered  in the  

w o rk e rs ’ records -  o th e rw is e  they could have h indered f u t u r e  

promotions or access to  b e n e f i t s .  I t  was e s ta b l is h e d  t h a t  the  

days lo s t  during the  s t r i k e  would be put back as o v e r t im e ,  in  

accordance w ith  a n e g o t ia te d  s e t t le m e n t  ( 6 6 ) .  I t  was a lso  

e s ta b l is h e d  t h a t  t h e r e  would be no d is m is s a ls  o f  members o f  the

66. Clause 26 -  May 1984 Agreement.
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S t r i k e  Committee -  a body which, by the  end o f  the  s t r i k e ,  had 

a s iz e a b le  composit ion from the union le a d e rs h ip  and from the  

g r a s s - r o o ts ,  many o f  whom went on to  become committed 

a c t i v i s t s .  These workers ,  u n l ik e  union o f f i c i a l s ,  had no leg a l  

immunity and needed some s o r t  o f  p r o te c t io n  ag a in s t  l a y - o f f s .

Clause 25 o f  the Agreement granted the r i g h t  to  the union 

P re s id en t  and o th e r  d i r e c t o r s  to  e n te r  the G e t u l io  Vargas 

p la n t .  The union was pe rm it ted  to  hang up b u l l e t i n  boards 

in s ide  the p l a n t ,  in numbers decided by the union but in  

lo c a t io n s  to  be n e g o t ia te d  w ith  the company ( 6 7 ) .  I t  was a ls o  

e s ta b l is h e d  by Clause 22 t h a t  the company would l i m i t  the  

number o f  l a y - o f f s  to  20 workers per month. Together w ith  these  

important  achievements,  the 1984 Agreement made some advances 

in the improvement o f  the w e l fa re  co n d i t io n s  o f  the s h o p - f lo o r

( 6 8 ) .

I t  is  a r e c u r r e n t  percept ion  among some union lea ders  and 

a c t i v i s t s  t h a t  a lthough the 1984 s t r i k e  brought l i t t l e  economic 

improvement, the  p o l i t i c a l  gains were s i g n i f i c a n t .  In  f a c t ,  the  

o rg a n is a t io n a l  advances which re s u l te d  from the s t r i k e  brought  

a new le v e l  o f  re c o g n i t io n  and le g i t im a c y  o f  new union leaders  

in the eyes o f  the  rank and f i l e .

Based on accounts by workers, i t  would appear t h a t  the  

s t r i k e  marked a widespread symbolic break through which the

67. Item 11 o f  the  A d m in is t r a t iv e  P ro to c o l .

68. They were among o thers  1) the commitment by the  company to  
b u i ld ,  in a s ix  month p e r io d ,  160 new t o i l e t s  and to  improve 
the e x i s t i n g  ones. 2) The commitment by the  company to  b u i ld  in  
an e ig h t  month per iod  new canteens in s id e  the  m a jo r i t y  o f  
departments in s id e  the p l a n t  and 3) The commitment to  b u i ld  in  
a twelve month per io d  new cloakrooms to  meet demand. Source:  
Item 7 o f  the A d m in i s t r a t i v e  P ro to c o l .  May 25 1984.
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union was perce ived  no longer  as b u re a u c ra t ic  and "p e leg o"

o rg a n is a t io n  but as a m i l i t a n t  workers ’ union.

Workers tended to  e x p la in  t h e i r  newly p o s i t i v e  assessment

o f  the union on the  grounds t h a t  the union under Lustosa did

nothing in favour  of  th e  worker whereas i t  was c l e a r  to  them

t h a t  the new le a d e rs h ip  was prepared to  f i g h t  f o r  w o rkers ’

r ig h t s  and to  improve t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n .  According to  workers:

“ ( . . . )  th e r e  is  a l o t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  of  Juarez ,  such as the  
ones produced by the  local  newspapers, but t h i s  is  
p o l i t i c s ,  t h i s  is  how i t  works. The one who was r e a l l y  a 
robber was Lustosa and only  a f t e r  the  "Opposit ion Group" 
got him out o f  o f f i c e  did I  u n io n ise " .  ( I n f .  1)

" ( . . . )  I  t h in k  t h a t  as t ime has passed th e r e  has been an 
im portant  change, an awakening ( . . . ) .  Things have changed 
a g re a t  deal f o r  the  b e t t e r .  The present  union e x ec u t iv e  
have a l o t  o f  f a u l t s  but i t  is  a g r e a t  change from the  
past ,  when we had a "pel ego" union. The union in  the past  
was on the same s id e  as company managers. The "Annual Work 
Agreements" were signed behind w o rkers ’ backs. No one knew 
e x a c t ly  how, and the co n tra c ts  d id  not g ra n t  anyth ing  
e f f e c t i v e  to  workers .  The new union, the  present  union,  
has sought to  r a is e  the consciousness o f  the  people,  
t a l k i n g  about the c o u n t r y ’ s s i t u a t i o n  and the  need f o r  us 
to  f i  g h t " . ( I n f . 5 ) .

I t  is  a lso  p o s s ib le  to  a t t e s t  t h a t  many workers became 

unionised or engaged in  g r e a te r  union a c t iv is m  a f t e r  the s t r i k e

(69)  :

"The 1984 s t r i k e  was very im portant  because i t  
happened w i th  the p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  a l l  the  workers  
under the guidance o f  the  leaders .  ( . . . ) .  The workers  
discovered t h e i r  va lu e  a t  the moment they decided to  
stop product ion  and gave a big f i n a n c i a l  loss to  the  
company ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  5 3 ) .

"What r e a l l y  t r i g g e r e d  t h i s  g ra s s - ro o ts  type of  
m o b i l is a t io n  was th e  1984 s t r i k e .  In  1983 Juarez took  
o f f i c e  in th e  un ion.  A new e x e c u t iv e  board took  
o f f i c e .  In  1984 t h e r e  was a s t r i k e  and th in g s  became

69. According to  a union b u l l e t i n  f o r  example, between 
September 1983 and immediate ly  a f t e r  the 1984 s t r i k e ,  2 .000  
stee lw orkers  became un ion ised .  B u l l e t i n  number 166. 
Metal w o rke rs ’ Union. 1984.
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much more c l e a r .  The quest ion o f  our r i g h t s .  The 
r i g h t s  workers have, t h i s  became c le a r  to  us. I t  
became c l e a r  t h a t  f o r  us to  conquer anyth ing we have 
to  s t r u g g le  f o r  i t " .  ( I n f .  5 1 ) .

" I  t h in k  t h a t  in terms of wages we got very l i t t l e ,  
our purchasing power became even more reduced. But 
one th in g  is  f o r  sure ,  the s t r i k e  helped to  make i t  
c l e a r  to  us workers th a t  we did not have a union  
be fo re .  A f t e r  1984 we discovered we had a union and 
management a ls o  found th a t  o u t" .  ( I n f .  11 ) .

4.  Conclusion

This  chapter  has presented an account o f  the emergence of  

the "Union O ppos it ion  Group" in 1979, in s p i re d  by "new 

u n io n is t"  ideas ,  and o f  i t s  r i s e  to  power in the Metal w o rk e rs ’ 

Union. As shown, the most important  events in the  per io d  were 

the emergence o f  the "Opposit ion Group" in  1979, t h e i r  e l e c t i o n  

to  power in 1983 and the f i r s t  s t r i k e  a t  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  

Company in 1984.

The chapter  has ra ise d  some a n a l y t i c a l  p o in ts  o f  which 

th re e  seem to  be the most im portant .  The f i r s t  r e l a t e s  to  

managerial p o l i c i e s  on employment and product ion  and how these  

changes can be in t e r p r e t e d  w i t h in  a general  t rend  in  process  

in d u s t r ie s  towards g r e a te r  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  and p r o d u c t i v i t y .  In  

t h i s  respect ,  the chapter  brought in the c o n t r i b u t i o n  of  

authors l i k e  Guerra F e r r e i r a  and Borges. The p o in t  to  make 

here, however, is  t h a t  although the p o l i c i e s  implemented by the  

company bore out  what the theory on process i n d u s t r i e s  suggest  

to  be the main te nde nc ies ,  i t  is  im portant  to  see how these  

p o l ic ie s  were r e l a t e d  to  and a t  the same t ime a f f e c t e d  the  

workforce.  Otherwise one can f a l l  in to  a t e c h n o l o g i c a l -
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d e t e r m i n i s t i c  type o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  the c r e a t io n  o f  two labour  

markets in the company -  one of  core workers and another o f  

non-core workers -  did  not r e s u l t  in  a p o l i t i c a l  s p l i t  amongst 

the workforce ,  but on the c o n t ra ry ,  r e in f o r c e d  a common
iu

i d e n t i t y  of  "peao" among the s te e l  w o rk e rs . In  f a c t  t h i s  labour  

market p o l ic y  operated w i t h in  a c o n te x t  o f  o ther  measures, by 

which the company and the government t r i e d  to  b lu r  the s p e c ia l  

s ta tu s  of the " s ta te -e m p lo y e e " . The ending o f  job  s t a b i l i t y ,  

w ith  the in t ro d u c t io n  o f  the FGTS in the  e a r l y  1970s and the  

f e d e r a l  decrees of  the e a r ly  1980s exc lu d ing  s ta te -em ployees  

from any ex tra -wage b e n e f i t s ,  are i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of  t h i s  

process .

The company pursued the l a y - o f f  o f  o ld e r  workers in the  

mid-1970s in an a t tem pt  to e l i m in a t e  sources of  re s is ta n c e  to  

i t s  r a t i o n a l i s i n g  p o l i c i e s .  These o ld e r  workers s t i l l  c a r r i e d  

the notion o f  the company as a '"ben e fac to r" ,  w ith  the  

associated  t r a d e - o f f  o f  a more acqu iescent  workforce .  However, 

t h i s  a lso re s u l te d  in a workforce more r e s i s t a n t  to  the  

r a t i o n a l i s i n g  p o l i c i e s  sought by the company a t  the t im e.

The e f f e c t  of  p r o t ra c te d  loss of  s ta te -em p lo yee  s ta tu s  was 

a t ran s fo rm a t io n  in the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the w o rk e rs ’ 

i d e n t i t y .  The i d e n t i t y  o f  the past ,  s t r o n g l y  based on the  

company’ s h i s to r y  and d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  from o ther  w o rk in g -c la s s  

groups, was replaced by an i d e n t i t y  more c lo s e ly  l in k e d  to  

other  groups o f  workers ou ts ide  the  p l a n t .  The i d e n t i t y  of  the  

younger generat ion  o f  workers was no longer  constructed  around 

the idea of  being a state-company employee, but r a th e r  around

287



the  idea o f  being s te e lw o rk e rs  and metal w o rk e rs , j u s t  l i k e  

o th e r  workers around the  country .

I t  can be suggested t h a t  t h i s  l a i d  the ground f o r  the  

in f lu e n c e  exer ted  by the "new u n io n is t"  movement, which was 

a l re a d y  strong in the co un try ,  to  p e n e t ra te  V o l t a  Redonda. 

Moreover,  the general p o l i t i c a l  l i b e r a l i s a t i o n  o f  th e  country  

opened p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  the  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  c i v i l  s o c ie ty ,  

through so c ia l  and progre ss ive  C a th o l ic  Church movements. These 

o r g a n is a t io n s  were present  a t  V o l ta  Redonda a t  the end of  the  

1970s and played an im portan t  r o le  o f  support  to  the  emerging 

"new u n io n is t"  movement.

The second a n a l y t i c a l  issue ra is e d  by t h i s  c h a p te r ,  is  the  

t r a n s i t i o n  of s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in to  fo rm a l ly  organised  

p o l i c i e s .  I t  has been shown how the  e x ac t in g  work o f  s t e e l -  

making and the bad working c o n d i t io n s ,  to g e th e r  w i th  problems 

of  management despotism, were very im portant  problems to  

workers and res u l te d  in co nstan t  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s .  I  have 

t r i e d  to  show t h a t  these c o n f l i c t s  were picked up by the "Union 

Opposit ion Group" because they were s tee lw o rk e rs  themselves,  

working on the s h o p - f lo o r  and s e n s i t i v e  to  the types of  

c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  emerged t h e r e .  This br ings forward the issues  

discussed in the I n t r o d u c t io n  to  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  concerning the  

p o l i t i c a l  process o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement.

The "Union Opposit ion" analysed in t h i s  case study ,  was 

o r i g i n a l l y  an informal s o c ia l  movement, born o u ts ide  the union,  

which was l a t e r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  in to  a new union government. 

Together w ith  t h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l - l e v e l  process, i t  was poss ib le  

to  see a t r a n s i t i o n  in the  p o l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e  o f  the s h o p - f lo o r ,
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whereby c o n f l i c t s  p re v io u s ly  experienced by workers a t  an 

in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  were turned in to  organised c o l l e c t i v e  

demands, channel led  by p o l i t i c a l  m o b i l is a t io n  and a r t i c u l a t e d  

by the "new u n io n is t "  union lea de rs .  I  would l i k e  to  suggest  

t h a t  t h i s  process i l l u s t r a t e s  the t r a n s i t i o n  from s h o p - f1oor  

c o n f1ic t s  to  what Burawoy has named p o l i t i c s  of product ion  t h a t  

i s ,  c o l l e c t i v e  s t ru g g le s  over or  w i t h in  r e l a t i o n s  o f  s t ru c tu re d  

domination,  which have as t h e i r  o b j e c t i v e  the q u a n t i t a t i v e  or  

q u a l i t a t i v e  change in those r e l a t i o n s .

I t  has a lso  been suggested in t h i s  chapter  t h a t  th e r e  are  

th ree  areas o f  i d e n t i t y  between the "Union Opposit ion" group 

and the "new u n io n is t "  movement: f i r s t ,  in the p r i o r i t y  given

by the Opposit ion Group" to  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s ,  in  t h e i r  

agenda of  demands; second, in the quest ion ing  of  c o r p o r a t i s t  

l e g i s l a t i o n ,  as demonstrated by the "Union Opposit ion" and by 

i t s  ac t ion s  a f t e r  winning the union e x ec u t iv e  in 1983; and 

t h i r d ,  in the search f o r  a new type o f  union government and 

day-to -d ay  unionism which s t ressed  m o b i l i s a t io n  and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  in c o n t r a s t  to  the w e l fa r ism  and c l i e n t e l i s m  o f  

the b u re a u c ra t ic  union o f  the past .

F i n a l l y ,  the t h i r d  a n a l y t i c a l  issue ra ised  in t h i s  ch apter  

concerns the te ns io n  between the lega l  framework d e f in ed  by the  

Labour Code and s t i l l  untouched a t  t h i s  p o in t  in t im e ,  and the  

"custom and p r a c t ic e "  s t r a t e g i e s  which were emerging as a 

r e s u l t  o f  i n i t i a t i v e s  by "new u n io n is t"  union le a d e rs .  The 

developments b e fo re ,  during  and a f t e r  the  1984 s t r i k e  a t  the  

N ationa l  Stee l  Company, f o r  example, i l l u s t r a t e d  the  

"cont ingent"  a p p l i c a t i o n  of  the  labour code by government in
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face  of  the emergence o f  a mobi l ised group o f  workers

in f luenced  by "new unionism" and in favour  o f  d i r e c t  m i l i t a n t

a c t io n .  This was not a new outcome in the country ,  f o r  as I

have shown in Chapter 2, during  the 1978 and 1979 s t r i k e s  o f  

the metalworkers from th e  ABC reg ion,  government and management 

had to  innovate in i t s  response to  an organised fo rc e  unknown 

to  them u n t i l  t h a t  t im e .  I t  can be suggested t h a t  organised

labour was in p r a c t i c e  showing to  government the  d i f f e r e n c e

between the " le g a l"  and the  " le g i t im a te "  in respect  o f  the  

r ig h t s  o f  organised labour  in  the country .

The next chapter  analyses the period a f t e r  th e  1984

s t r i k e ,  up to  1987. T h is  was the period when the company 

proposed a type o f  "democrat ic  management" and when th e  new 

union leade rsh ip  f u r t h e r  developed rank and f i l e  m o b i l i s a t io n  

and o r g a n is a t io n .  On th e  o th e r  hand, the per iod  was a ls o  one 

when disputes between "new un io n is t"  leaders  and a c t i v i s t s

deepened and the dilemmas faced by "new u n io n is t"  unions,

emerged w ith  c l a r i t y .
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CHAPTER 5

THE ADVANCE OF SHOP-FLOOR MOBILISATION AND 

ORGANISATION AND THE NATIONAL STEEL COMPANY’ S 

"DEMOCRATIC" PERIOD: 1985-1987

This  ch a p te r  presents  the s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  and 

developments in s id e  the Metal workers * Union in  the  per iod  

1985-1987,  in  the  c o n te x t  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e m o c ra t is a t io n  in the  

country and change in the  ex ecu t iv e  boards o f  s tate-owned  

companies. S e c t io n  One shows t h a t  the two most im portant  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  company d i r e c t i v e s  in t h i s  per io d  were an 

at tem pt to  "democrat ise" managerial p o l i c i e s  towards the  

workforce ,  and moves towards g re a te r  f l e x i b i l i t y  in  the

o rg a n is a t io n  o f  labour  and in the design o f  jobs  f o r  the

group o f  c o re -w o r k e rs . Sect ion  Two shows the types  o f  shop-  

f l o o r  p o l i t i c s  d i r e c t l y  produced or accentuated by the

in t ro d u c t io n  o f  f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and work groups. The

chapter  d iscusses the types o f  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  which were 

generated in t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  per iod  o f  the company’ s h i s t o r y  

and descr ibes  th e  advances o f  the "new u n io n is t "  union in  

terms o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n  o f  s t e e l  w o rk e rs .

I t  is  suggested t h a t  the tu rn  in  company p o l i c i e s  

towards g r e a t e r  democracy was d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  two 

d i f f e r e n t  developments. On the one hand, th e r e  was the  

process o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e m o cra t is a t ion  in  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s ,  

with  the  t r a n s i t i o n  from m i l i t a r y  to  c i v i l  r u l e .  On th e  o th e r  

hand, in  the a f te rm a th  o f  the  1984 s t r i k e  a t  the  company, the
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new union government gained strong le g i t im a c y  amongst the  

rank and f i l e  and began to  push f o r  f u r t h e r  changes in  

manageria l p o l i c i e s .

Sect ion  Three o f  t h i s  chapter  presents  a m ic r o - le v e l  

a n a ly s is  o f  the  developments in s id e  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union 

and s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s .  Th is  per iod  was marked by the  

expansion o f  w o rke rs ’ o r g a n is a t io n  and the p re s e n ta t io n  by 

the union o f  w o rke rs ’ s h o p - f lo o r  gr ievances in the  form o f  

coherent and a s s e r t i v e  demands to  management. Y e t ,  the  per iod  

was a lso  marked by the  development o f  s p l i t s  and d isputes  

among the "new u n io n is t"  lea de rs  and a c t i v i s t s .  The most 

s i g n i f i c a n t  issues which arose in t h i s  per iod  were: the

d i f f i c u l t i e s  faced by new o p p o s i t io n  groups in s u rv iv in g  and 

e x e r t in g  in f lu e n c e  over union p o l ic y ;  the  d ispu tes  between 

union leaders  about p r i o r i t i e s  and i n t e r n a l  a d m in is t r a t io n ;  

and the emergence o f  some debate about the r o le  played by 

"new u n io n is t "  leaders  and the  e x te n t  to  which they should 

run in n a t io n a l  l e g i s l a t i v e  e l e c t i o n s .

The ch apter  ends by p res en t ing  the r a d ic a l  tu rn  in the  

company’ s democrat ic  p o l i c y ,  a f t e r  the August 1987 s t r i k e  a t  

the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company and the beginning o f  a re p re s s iv e  

type o f  management r u l e .  In  t h i s  s t r i k e ,  led and organised by 

the union, c e n t r a l  government c a l l e d  in the army and th e re  

were c lashes between workers and s o l d i e r s .  Despite  the  s h i f t  

in company p o l i c i e s  and the problems which were emerging 

in s ide  the union, the  "new u n io n is t"  leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  

conso l ida ted  a new type o f  union a c t iv is m  in the s t e e l  p l a n t  

and c rea ted  in n o v a t iv e  approaches to  union p o l i t i c s ,  a t  a
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t ime o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o l i t i c a l  and economic c r i s i s  under 

P re s id e n t  Sarney’ s a d m in is t r a t io n .

1. Management’ s P o l ic ie s  in  the  P eriod  1985-1987 and the  

P o l i t i c s  o f  Production

Management’ s main o b j e c t i v e  during the  1985-1987 period  

was to  maximise the new c a p a c i ty  i n s t a l l e d  under phase th re e  

of  expansion plan D, which was in progress a t  the t ime ( 1 ) .  

As w i l l  be shown s h o r t l y ,  management sought to  o b ta in  t h i s  

o b je c t iv e  by implementing f u r t h e r  changes in the  o rg a n is a t io n  

of  labour and by in t ro d u c in g  f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s .  Another  

important  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  the per iod  was the company’ s 

growing re c o g n i t io n  o f  the  c l i e n t e l i s t  and co erc iv e  s t y l e  o f  

management which predominated w i t h in  i t ,  and i t s  a t tempts  to  

implement a more "democrat ic" and "consensual" s t y l e  of  

management in the p l a n t .  I t  is  suggested t h a t  t h i s  new p o l ic y  

was the r e s u l t  o f  the process o f  d em o cra t isa t ion  of  B r a z i l i a n  

s o c ie ty  and a re -arrangem ent o f  top management s t r u c t u r e  in  

state-owned companies.

The t r a n s i t i o n  from m i l i t a r y  to  c i v i l i a n  government in  

B r a z i l  took place in 1984-1985.  Despite  the popular ou tcry  

f o r  d i r e c t  p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n s ,  the  p o l i t i c a l  e l i t e s  

s e t t l e d  f o r  a " s o lu t io n  from the top" and an e l e c t o r a l  

c o l le g e  e v e n t u a l ly  appointed new p re s id e n t  in 1985 ( 2 ) .

1.  See Table 4.1 in Chapter  4 on the d i f f e r e n t  phases of  
expansion plan D and the  t im e t a b le  f o r  complet ion.

2. For more d e t a i l s  on t h i s  process, see Chapter 2, Sect ion  
5 o f  t h i s  th e s is .
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Although the  ca nd ida te ,  Tancredo Neves, died before  assuming 

o f f i c e ,  he had been re s p o n s ib le ,  w i th  o th e r  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  f o r  

n e g o t ia t in g  a p o l i t i c a l  pact  o f  support  f o r  the  new 

government. In  these n e g o t ia t io n s ,  the  a l l o c a t i o n  o f  p laces  

in im portan t  p u b l ic  i n s t i t u t i o n s  had been important  chips in  

the p o l i t i c a l  game. As a r e s u l t ,  a new board o f  d i r e c t o r s  was 

appointed in  1985 to  head the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, most o f  

them l in k e d  to  the PMDB p a r ty  and having a c e r t a i n  le v e l  o f  

commitment to  a “more democratic  a d m in is t r a t io n " .  Moreover,  

with  the  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  the  New Republ ic ,  a new s e t  o f  

o b je c t iv e s  towards g r e a te r  e f f i c i e n c y  were implemented in  

state-owned companies and t a l k s  over p r i v a t i s a t i o n  were 

resumed.

W ith in  t h i s  c o n te x t ,  the new management had t o  j u s t i f y  

the v i a b i l i t y  o f  the s tate-owned s t e e l  company by o b ta in in g  

g r e a te r  p r o d u c t i v i t y  and p r o f i t a b i l i t y .  A high degree o f  

indebtedness and severe f i n a n c i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  r e in fo r c e d  the  

company’ s need to  increase  i t s  le v e l  o f  p r o f i t a b i l i t y .  

U t i l i s a t i o n  o f  i n s t a l l e d  c a p a c i ty  had to  increase in  o rder  to  

ob ta in  a re tu rn  on the new investments made during the th re e  

phases o f  expansion plan D. As we have seen in the prev ious  

c h ap te r ,  management had a lso  sought to  increase p r o d u c t i v i t y  

l e v e ls  in  the p la n t  during the  1979-1984 pe r io d .  The major  

d i f f e r e n c e  between the two per iods  l i e s  in the f a c t  t h a t  

a f t e r  1985 the company was pres ided over by a new board o f  

d i r e c t o r s  who, a t  l e a s t  in  th e o ry ,  were detached from past  

a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  c o r ru p t io n  and mismanagement. I t  might be 

suggested t h e r e fo r e  t h a t  management in  the l a t t e r  per io d  was
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in  a b e t t e r  c o n d i t io n  to  implement e f f e c t i v e  change.

Company records revea l  t h a t  the new board o f  d i r e c t o r s  

viewed the former s t y l e  o f  management -  w i th  i t s  emphasis on 

equipment and machinery to  the exc lus ion  o f  w o rk e rs ’ 

co n d i t io n s  -  as an o b s ta c le  to  increased p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e ls  

( 3 ) .  Furthermore,  the 1984 s t r i k e  and the demands put  

forward by the "new u n io n is t "  union, placed a d d i t io n a l  

pressure on management, making i t  f e e l  v u ln e ra b le  to  w o rk e rs ’ 

m i l i t a n c y  f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e in the p l a n t ’ s h i s t o r y .

In  response to  these ch a l le nge s ,  management implemented 

two se ts  o f  p o l i c i e s .  The f i r s t  may be broadly  c h a r a c t e r is e d  

as a search f o r  d e m o c ra t is a t io n  of  manageria l p o l i c i e s  

towards the w orkforce;  the  second as a d r iv e  f o r  g r e a te r  

fu n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  among process and maintenance workers,  

the core group in  the  p l a n t .

3. Sources: Annual R eports .  N a t iona l  Stee l  Company 1985, 1986 
and 1987.

The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  suggested here is  r e in f o r c e d  by an 
i n te r v ie w  w ith  a member o f  the board o f  D i r e c t o r s  from the  
N at iona l  S tee l  Company, made by Pimenta. The company d i r e c t o r  
s ta te d  t h a t :  " th e re  came a t ime when although the N a t iona l
Stee l  Company had the most developed p la n t  in  terms o f  
technology and equipment,  i t  was holding t h i r d  or  f o u r th  
place in  the n a t io n a l  rank o f  s t e e l  p la n ts .  Th is  was because 
the company was outdated  in  terms of  manageria l s t r a t e g i e s  
( . . . ) .  Although the  company has modernised c o n t in u o u s ly ,  the  
manageria l s id e ,  in  my o p in io n ,  stopped in t im e .  The company 
needed an e x te n s iv e  m odern isa t ion  in managerial terms. Since  
i t  d id  not pursue t h a t ,  i t  got i t s e l f  in to  g re a t  t r o u b le  
during the 1980s". Source: Pimenta, S. A E s t r a t e g i a  da 
Gestao. Fabricando Aco e Construfndo Homens. 1989 page 567.
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1.1. Policies to "Humanise" the Steel Plant.

The d r iv e  towards de m o cra t is a t ion  and g r e a t e r  workers*  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  company m at te rs  was r e la t e d  w i th  a programme 

to  improve working c o n d i t io n s  in the s tee l  p l a n t .  We can 

r e l a t e  the issue o f  working c o n d i t io n s  with d e m o cra t is a t io n  

because workers were c a l l e d  upon to  take p a r t  in  and 

in f lu e n c e  the im plementat ion  o f  t h a t  programme. Management 

ta lk e d  o f  a "general  plan f o r  the humanisation o f  the G e t u l io  

Vargas P la n t " ,  which i m p l i c i t l y  acknowledged the "non-human" 

cond i t ion s  to  which workers had p re v io u s ly  been s u b je c t  ( 4 ) .

As noted b e fo re ,  company management was taken by 

s u rp r is e  by the change in  union lea dersh ip  and the  emergence 

of  m i l i t a n t  a c t io n  amongst i t s  rank and f i l e .  The 1984 s t r i k e  

served to  expose, a t  l e a s t  to  top le v e l  management, the  

e x te n t  o f  d i s t r u s t  and resentment which e x is te d  between 

workers and s h o p - f lo o r  management and the need f o r  a more 

"workable r e l a t i o n s h i p " .  The c l e a r e s t  in d ic a t io n  o f  t h i s  was 

the r e - s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  the  " I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  D iv is io n "  

(subord ina te  to  the  Human Resource Department) ,  so t h a t  i t  

would take  a more a c t i v e  and e f f i c i e n t  ro le  in c h a n n e l l in g  

w orkers ’ gr ievances  and th ereby  contro l  p o te n t ia l  c o n f l i c t s .

Although the  I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  D iv is io n  had been 

created in 1980, the  1985 r e - o r g a n is a t io n  attempted to  g ive  

i t  a much h igher  p r o f i l e  among the workers and to  b r in g  i t s  

"advisers" on to  the  s h o p - f l o o r .  According to  the Head o f  the

4. Source: Annual Report .  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. 1985 page
4.
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D i v i s i o n :

"Our i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  d i v i s i o n  is  made up o f  
myself  as head and nine a n a ly s ts  who are  
d i s t r i b u t e d  in  the  most im portant  areas o f  the  
G e t u l io  Vargas p l a n t .  T h e i r  main o b j e c t i v e  is  to  
a c t  as a moderating agent in the r e l a t i o n s  between 
workers and management. Our ro le  is  to  g ive  workers  
the in c e n t iv e  to  show t h e i r  g r ievances through our 
d i v i s i o n ,  before  they take  them to  the  union. The 
a n a ly s ts  l i s t e n  to  w o rk e rs ’ g r ievances in  loco and 
t r y  to  s e t t l e  them as f a r  as p o s s ib le .  The issues  
ra ise d  by workers a re ,  f o r  example, c la im s about  
i n c o r r e c t  pay, u n f a i r  t rea tm e n t  by s h o p - f lo o r  
superv isors  and foremen such as u n ju s t  punishment,  
un jus t  e v a lu a t io n s ,  i r r e g u l a r  d i f f e r e n c e s  in pay 
between the same jo b s ,  e t c . "  (Manager no. 2 ) .

Although i t  might be argued t h a t  such a small number o f

adv isers  was less than s u f f i c i e n t  to  a t te n d  e f f e c t i v e l y  to

some 12,000 manual workers in the p l a n t ,  the  I n d u s t r i a l

R e la t io n s  D iv is io n  was g r e a t l y  helped a f t e r  1986 by one union

d i r e c t o r  c a l l e d  Lopes from the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union who

decided, in h is  own words, to  cooperate w i th  t h i s  company’ s

d i v is io n  f o r  the b e n e f i t  o f  the workers. In  f a c t ,  d i f f e r e n c e s

of  op inion among union leaders  regard ing Lopes’ scheme became

one of the c e n t ra l  d ispu tes  w i t h in  the  union. I  w i l l  r e tu rn

to  t h i s  in Sect ion Three below.

On the whole, under the  in f lu e n c e  o f  the d e m o cra t is a t io n

process which was ta k in g  p lace in  B r a z i l  under the  "New

Republ ic" ,  management’ s d iscourse f o r  the next  two years

expressed, in some resp ec ts ,  a "democrat ic" tu rn  from the

despotism of  the  p a s t ,  towards g r e a te r  consensus and

compromise. The company’ s 1985 Annual Report ,  f o r  example,

r e fe rs  to  the union as a l e g i t i m a t e  i n s t i t u t i o n  and comments

on the p o s i t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  had been e s ta b l is h e d  w ith
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i t  ( 5 ) .

Another concrete  s ign was t h a t  management honoured a l l  

the  c lauses o f  the 1984 Work Agreement, in c lu d in g  those 

r e l a t i n g  to  the presence o f  union leaders  in s id e  the  p la n t  

and the  guarantees a g a in s t  l a y - o f f  f o r  workers who had become 

m i l i t a n t  a c t i v i s t s  a f t e r  the 1984 s t r i k e .

In  regard to  working c o n d i t io n s ,  the company took on 

board u n io n ’ s and w o rk e rs ’ gr ievances over the improvement o f  

the bathrooms and canteens in  the p l a n t .  I t  a ls o  re - launched  

i t s  h o s p i t a l ,  which had rece ived  very l i t t l e  investment s ince  

the end of  the company town days ( 6 ) .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  i t  

c rea ted  a "Zero Accidents" Programme to  reduce the  s iz e a b le  

number o f  acc idents  a t  work ( 7 ) .  Two o th er  i n i t i a t i v e s  are  

worth mentioning because o f  t h e i r  in n o v a t iv e  c h a r a c t e r  a t  the  

t im e .  The f i r s t  was the  i n s t a l l a t i o n  of  a Committee on 

Working C ondit ions  in the  p l a n t ,  composed of  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  

o f  workers and management, to  study ways of  improving s a fe ty

5. "As a r e s u l t  o f  the personnel p o l ic y  which the  company has 
pursued, the good r e l a t i o n s h i p  and lev e l  o f  i n t e g r a t i o n  w ith  
the d i f f e r e n t  unions which represent  our workforce must be 
mentioned. Th is  a l lowed f o r  the d r a f t i n g  o f  the  1985 
agreement w ith  the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union f o r  example, w i th o u t  
the c a l l i n g  o f  d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o . The only sad note is  the  
u n j u s t i f i e d  stoppage a t  the  end o f  December ( t h i s  r e f e r s  to  
a one day s t r i k e  c a l l e d  by employees from state-owned  
companies in December 1 9 8 5 )" .  Source: Annual Report .  N a t iona l  
Stee l  Company. 1985 page 2.

6. Source: Annual Report .  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. 1987 page
4.

7. The "Zero Accident"  Programme consis ted  b a s i c a l l y  o f  
expanding the d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  p r o t e c t iv e  uniforms, educat ing  
manual workers on the need to  use proper p r o t e c t i v e  uniforms  
and equipment,  and in t ro d u c in g  t i g h t  v i g i l a n c e  over workers  
by managers to  ensure t h a t  the  equipment was used and worn. 
Source: In te r v ie w  w i th  Company manager no. 2.
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standards and working c o n d i t io n s .  Although f i n a n c i a l  

l i m i t a t i o n s  impeded the  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  the proposals put  

forward by the  Committee, i t s  very e x is te n c e  marked an 

im portant  step  in the i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  workers in to  some le v e l  

o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in company p o l i c i e s .  This was a major  

depar tu re  from the e x c l u s i o n i s t  p o l i c i e s  led by management in  

the past .

The second im portant  development was the beginning o f  a 

more e f f e c t i v e  CIPA -  Comissao In t e r n a  de Prevencao de 

Acidentes ( 8 ) .  Although the  workers in te rv iew ed  c a l l e d  the  

CIPA of  t h i s  per iod  the  "management’ s CIPA", because the  

e l e c t i o n  of  w o rk e rs ’ r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  to  i t  was not com ple te ly  

f r e e  and workers were not r e a l l y  allowed to  put forward more 

c r i t i c a l l y  in s p i re d  p roposa ls ,  the CIPA n e v e r th e le ss  s t a r t e d  

to  fu n c t io n  as a back-up to  the "Accident Zero" campaign. As 

I  w i l l  show s h o r t l y ,  the  degree to  which the CIPA became a 

channel f o r  m i l i t a n t  a c t iv is m  by s h o p - f lo o r  workers increased  

over the years ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  1986, a l lo w in g  f o r  the  

emergence o f  in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  le a d e rs h ip .  Since the  

l e g i s l a t i o n  r e g u la t in g  the  CIPA a c t i v i t i e s  foresaw the  

e x is te n c e  o f  workers r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , the "new u n io n is t "  

leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  s t a r t e d  using t h i s  lega l  channel to  

e l e c t  those a l rea d y  committed as s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s  ( 9 ) .

8. For d e t a i l s  on the c r e a t i o n  and o b je c t iv e s  o f  CIPA see 
Chapter 4,  Sect ion  1.3

9. According to  CLT l e g i s l a t i o n  on the m a t te r ,  a company the  
s iz e  of  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company, c l a s s i f i e d  as r i s k  fo u r  
(maximum) on a "s a fe ty  s c a le " ,  should have between 30 to  54 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , from both managers and workers.  Source: 
Regula t ing  Norm on the CIPA, number 5 .3  and Table 1 o f  CLT 
Law. 1986 e d i t i o n  pages 691 and 710.
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F i n a l l y ,  a t h i r d  im portant  development a f t e r  1985 was 

the in t r o d u c t io n  by management of  sy s te m a t ic  meetings w ith  

s h o p - f lo o r  w orkers ,  to  discuss job  s a fe t y  issues and problems 

ra ised  by workers which prevented increased product ion  or  

improved product q u a l i t y .  According to  workers ,  these were 

e i t h e r  a s h o r t  d a i l y  " f la s h  meetings" (as they were c a l l e d )  

with  a l l  workers be fo re  the s h i f t ,  or monthly meetings when 

workers were randomly s e le c te d  to  take  p a r t  ( 1 0 ) .

10. According to  workers in te rv iew ed  :

"The d a i l y  meeting take around f i v e  minutes be fore  we 
s t a r t  work. We c a l l  " f la s h  meetings" and we t a l k  about  
company r u l e s ,  about the working c o n d i t io n s  and how we 
should be a l e r t  w h i le  working in the  p ro d u c t io n " .  ( I n f .  
2 9 ) .

"Monthly meetings are organised in each department  
in the p l a n t  w i th  the presence o f  an eng ineer  of  
o p e ra t io n s ,  an eng ineer  o f  "h ea l th  and s a f e t y  a t  
work", th e  head o f  the d i v i s i o n ,  the o th e r  
engineers  and workers .  In  my Department we are  60 
workers and 10 take  p a r t  in the meet ing.  We are  
suppose to  r o t a t e  so t h a t  everyone goes. ( . . . )  I t  
takes around two hours ( . . . )  and we t a l k  about  
s a fe ty  issues and the problems w i th  p rod u c t io n ,  
spare p a r ts  and th in g s  o f  t h a t  s o r t " .  ( I n f .  3 7 ) .

I f  we ta ke  th e  conten t  o f  the " f la s h "  and "monthly"  
meetings and compare them w ith  a d e f i n i t i o n  o f  Q u a l i t y  
C i r c le s ,  i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  suggest t h a t  the  former are  to  a 
c e r t a in  e x t e n t ,  an adoption o f  the Q u a l i t y  C i r c l e  id ea .  
According to  L i t t l e r  and Salaman, Q u a l i t y  C i r c l e s  are  small  
groups o f  workers ,  u s u a l ly  led by a foreman or  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  
workers, who meet r e g u l a r l y  to  study and so lve  problems 
r e la te d  to  p ro d u c t io n .  Such meetings are  intended to  
s t im u la te  m o t iv a t io n  and involvement on the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  w i th  
the u l t im a t e  o b j e c t i v e  o f  c o n t r o l l i n g  p r o d u c t i v i t y .  See 
L i t t l e r  and Salaman, Class a t  Work. 1984 pages 37 and 87 -8 8 .
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1 . 2 .  The In t ro d u c t io n  o f  P o l ic ie s  Towards G re a te r  F l e x i b i l i t y  

in  P roduction

S im ultaneously  w i th  the "humanisat ion programme", t h i s  

per iod  was c h a r a c t e r is e d  by management’ s a t tem pts  to  prepare  

the workforce and r e - s t r u c t u r e  the o r g a n is a t io n  o f  work fo r  

the  new technology and machinery which was in troduced in 

phases two and th re e  o f  expansion plan D ( 1 1 ) .  By t h i s  

t im e ,  phase two o f  the expansion plan was w e l l  under way and 

th e re  was a major r e t r a i n i n g  programme to  a d ju s t  the  

workforce to  the new technology ( 1 2 ) .  Although many 

d i f f e r e n t  changes were ta k in g  place a t  t h i s  t im e ,  I  would 

l i k e  to  co ncen tra te  on two p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i c i e s  which, I  w i l l  

argue, had a d i r e c t  impact upon the p o l i t i c s  o f  th e  shop- 

f l o o r .  These s p e c i f i c  changes were: 1) the  re o r g a n is a t io n  of  

the  Planning Department and the c o n t ra c t in g  o f  s e rv ic e s  on 

ergonomics; and 2) the  in t ro d u c t io n  o f  work groups and 

f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y .

11. I t  i s  worth no t ing  t h a t  the trends I  have i d e n t i f i e d  f o r  
the  per iod  1979 to  1984 continued in d i f f e r e n t  degrees during  
the  1985-1990 p e r io d ,  s ince  expansion Plan D was s t i l l  being 
i mplemented.

12. According to  company records: "the p re p a r a t io n  o f  the
workforce f o r  the  implementat ion o f  the expansion programme 
was p r i  o r i  ty  ( . . . ) .  Wi t h i  n t h i  s po l i  cy the company i den t i  f i  ed 
4 .3 78  jobs  among product ion  and a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s e c to rs  fo r  
which r e c ru i tm e n t ,  s e le c t io n  t r a i n i n g  and r e l o c a t i o n  o f  jobs  
were needed". Source: Annual Report. N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. 
1981 page 4.
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1 . 2 . 1 .  The R e o rg a n is a tio n  o f  the  P lann ing  Department and 

Ergonomic S tu d ie s

In  r e l a t i o n  to  the f i r s t  p o in t ,  company sources reveal  

t h a t  the s e rv ic e s  o f  f i rm s  s p e c ia l is e d  in  ergonomic s tud ies  

were ordered in  1985 ( 1 3 ) .  The company’ s Planning

Department underwent a process o f  r e - o r g a n i s a t i o n  w ith  the  

o b je c t iv e  o f  improving e f f i c i e n c y .  According to  a s te e lw o rk e r  

who saw these changes being implemented, a la rg e  number of  

computer t e r m in a ls  were i n s t a l l e d  ( 1 4 ) .  His own department  

was to  op era te  a d i r e c t  l in k  between the  Commercial 

Department and th e  Production Department,  so t h a t  c l i e n t  

s p e c i f i c a t i o n s  and d e l i v e r y  dead l ines  would be e f f i c i e n t l y  

t r a n s m i t te d  to  th e  Production Department by mapping out the  

f low of  p rod uc t ion  and c o n t r o l l i n g  in v e n to r y .  The 

implementation o f  ergonomic s tu d ie s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r  was 

c r i t i c a l l y  re c e iv e d  by s tee l  w o rk e rs . According to  some 

accounts:

"A group o f  people from outs ide  th e  company came to  
study the  way we worked. They came to  my department  
and s t a r t e d  t a k in g  notes of e v e ry th in g  we d id  in  
our d a i l y  r o u t i n e .  When we worked, when we stopped 
work, how long we remained i n a c t i v e ,  how long we 
took to  go t o  the  washroom, they  wanted to  know 
about e v e r y t h in g " .  ( I n f .  2 6 ) .

"The company c a l l e d  in a f i r m ,  I  th in k  i t  was 
c a l le d  Syncronades from Sao Paulo .  They came to  
teach managers ways to  manage and to  increase  
p r o d u c t i v i t y .  ( . . . )  They a lso  s tu d ie d  the  ways we 
worked and made notes about i t  a l l ,  as w e l l  as 
looking i n t o  our f i l e s  and seeing how the Planning

13. Source: Annual Report .  N at iona l  S te e l  Company. 1987 page 
4.

14. In fo rm ant  48 -  computer te rm ina l  o p e r a to r .
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Department d i s t r i b u t e d  work and the  amount o f  t im e  
a l l o c a t e d  by them ( . . . ) .  They aimed to  in creas e  
p r o d u c t i v i t y  and decrease work stoppages” .
( I n f . 3 9 ) .

According to  a te c h n ic a l  worker,  the main o b j e c t i v e  of  

these ergonomic s tu d ie s  was to  gain an understanding of  

p a r t i c u l a r  jo b  ro u t in e s  and o f  the t ime needed t o  execute  

them. With t h i s  in fo rm a t io n  the Planning Department could  

produce more r e a l i s t i c  schedules and d ead l ines  f o r  product ion  

departments ( 1 5 ) .  These a c t i v i t i e s  were pe rce ived  by 

management as a basic  co n d i t io n  f o r  a more e f f i c i e n t  

product ion  process.

1 . 2 . 2 .  The C re a t io n  o f  Work Groups and th e  In t r o d u c t io n  o f  

F u n c tio n a l F l e x i b i l i t y

The second im portan t  p o l ic y  implemented by th e  company 

during t h i s  p e r io d  was to  in troduce the p r i n c i p l e  o f  group 

work, as opposed to  in d iv id u a l  execut ion  of  a jo b .  Th is  new 

p o l ic y  was f a c i l i t a t e d  by the job  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  which 

e l im in a te d  some jo b  t i t l e s  and the c rea ted  o t h e r s ,  in  l i n e  

w ith  the te c h n o lo g ic a l  upgrading s ince  the l a t e  1970s 

( 1 6 ) .  Under th e  new work group system, workers were given  

in c e n t iv e s  to  work and a c t  as a group. According to  company

15. In fo rm a n t  22. Senior  te c h n ic a l  worker from the  P lanning  
Department.

16. The f i e l d  da ta  suggests t h a t  the most i l l u s t r a t i v e  
example o f  t h i s  process may be found in the s te e l -m a k in g  
p l a n t ,  w i th  the  change o f  s tee l -m a k in g  te chno logy .  The 
technology based on SM method had involved a whole range o f  
jobs such as mestre a c i e i r o  and mestre f o r n e i r o . With the  
s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  the LD method, these job  t i t l e s  were 
e l im in a te d  and o thers  such as mestre p a n e le i r o  were c re a te d .
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managers in te rv ie w e d ,  t h i s  new p o l ic y  was d i r e c t e d  a t  process 

and maintenance workers and r e l i e d  upon th re e  types o f  

changes. F i r s t ,  work groups were c rea ted  w i th  an in te r n a l  

le a d e rs h ip .  The t i t l e  o f  " p r i n c i p l e  o p e ra to r"  ( operador  

p r i n c i p a l ) f o r  process work groups and the  t i t l e  o f  "group 

leader"  ( 1 id e r  de grupo) f o r  maintenance work groups, were 

in troduced .  As t h i s  process was under way, the  company sought 

a gradual but comprehensive replacement o f  the se n io r  s k i l l e d  

worker by the te c h n ic a l  s k i l l e d  worker ,  r e f l e c t i n g  

management’ s g r e a te r  emphasis on formal educat ion and a 

d e s ire  to  have b e t t e r  prepared superv isors  a t  the s h o p - f lo o r  

le v e l  ( 1 7 ) .  According to  a company manager:

"Before t h i s  p o l i c y ,  we had two l e v e ls  o f  s u p e rv is io n ,  
the s e n io r  s k i l l e d  worker and the foreman. The se n io r  
s k i l l e d  worker had reached t h i s  p o s i t io n  through 
e xper ience ,  by working his way up from being a 
production worker.  However, he had u s u a l ly  l i t t l e  formal  
education a t  a te c h n ic a l  school,  f o r  example. We are  
t r y i n g  to  e l i m i n a t e  the post o f  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  worker 
and put the te c h n ic a l  s k i l l e d  worker in h is  p lace .  The 
t e c h n ic a l  le v e l  jo b  is  only  occupied by those fo rm a l ly  
t r a i n e d .  Together w ith  t h a t ,  we c rea te d  the posts of  
" p r in c ip a l  op e ra to r"  and "group le a d e r" .  The workers in  
these posts are  suppose to  work on t h e i r  equipment and 
a t  the  same t ime to  be respons ib le  f o r  a work group".  
(Manager no. 3 ) .

The o rg a n is a t io n  in  work groups was designed to  achieve  

g r e a te r  worker involvement in  production and the  a l l o c a t i o n  

o f  g r e a te r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  the sphere o f  product ion  as 

such. This  viewed not on ly  the improvement o f  p r o d u c t i v i t y

17. Another development da t in g  from t h i s  per iod  was the  
i n t ro d u c t io n  o f  new su perv isory  h i e r a r c h i e s ,  besides the  
foreman, the s e n io r  s k i l l e d  worker and the  head o f  the  
department. In  the new h ie ra rc h y  th e re  came to  be a head of  
department ( chefe de departamento) .  a head o f  a u n i t  ( chefe  
de d i v i s a o ) and a head o f  a head of  s h i f t  ( chefe  de t u r n o ).  
in a c l e a r l y  d e l i m i t a t e d  d i v i s i o n .
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but a ls o  th e  improvement in  product q u a l i t y .  According to  a 

manager:

"We wanted to  change the  way workers in te rven ed  in  
p rod uc t io n .  Before ,  every time th e r e  was a problem,  
managers were c a l l e d  in .  The worker did not a c t  u n t i l  
h is  immediate boss took some d e c is io n .  That was the  
former type o f  c u l t u r e  which predominated. Since the  new 
board o f  d i r e c t o r s  a r r i v e d  and changed the  Department o f  
O p era t io ns ,  in 1985 we have sought a new type o f  
awareness from the worker.  We want the worker to  
understand t h a t  product ion  is  h is  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  I f  
th e re  is  a s o lu t io n  to  a c e r t a i n  problem a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  
moment, he should ta ke  the d e c is io n  and execute i t " .  
(Manager no . 1 ) .

According to  manager no. 1, t h i s  p o l ic y  o f  g r e a te r  

worker involvement had req u ired  the r e - a c t i v a t i o n  o f  the  

p r o f i t - s h a r i n g  scheme ( c a l l e d  "gi r a f a " ) so t h a t  workers f e l t  

m otivated  " to  g ive more p rod uc t ion " ,  as he c a l l e d  i t ,  in  

exchange f o r  a monetary t r a d e - o f f  ( 1 8 ) .  The manager a lso  

suggested t h a t  t h i s  p o l ic y  was only  p o s s ib le  due to  the  new 

democratic  winds in the company and the  s t ro nge r  r o le  played  

by the union whereby workers developed g r e a te r  knowledge not  

only  o f  t h e i r  r ig h ts  but a ls o  o f  t h e i r  d u t ie s .

The second p r i n c i p l e  implemented was fu n c t io n a l  

f l e x i b i l i t y ,  whereby some jo b  d e s c r ip t io n s  were broadened and 

the fu n c t io n s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  jobs were aggregated in to  one jo b  

t i t l e  ( 1 9 ) .  However, the company’ s job  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n

18. As discussed in chapter  3, the "gi r a f a " was born during  
the 1940s in  the s p i r i t  o f  the  p a t e r n a l i s t  p o l i c i e s  o f  the  
pe r io d .  Along the years ,  i t  had p r o g re s s iv e ly  l o s t  the  
r a t i o n a l e  o f  a percentage rece ived  by workers f o r  increased  
p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e ls  to  become one annual wage supplement.  
During t h i s  per iod  management once again t r i e d  to  l i n k  the  
va lue  o f  the  "gi r a f a " to  a percentage in p r o d u c t i v i t y  
i n c re as e .

19. Source: In te rv ie w s  w ith  managers no. 1 and 3.
For more d e t a i l s  on the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  
see the In t ro d u c t io n  to  t h i s  th e s is  and Humphrey, J. "New
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scheme d id  not change a t  the same pace as the reduct ion  in  

the  number o f  jo b  t i t l e s ,  and t h i s  produced many c o n f l i c t s  on 

the s h o p - f lo o r  and has become an issue o f  the p o l i t i c s  o f  the  

s h o p - f lo o r  ( 2 0 ) .  Based on f i r s t - h a n d  and secondary sources  

from the f i e l d ,  the company’ s job  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme in  

1970 can be compared w i th  the one presented by management in  

1988. I t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  see in Table  5 . 1 ,  how the number o f  

manual jo b  t i t l e s  have changed throughout 18 years .

Forms o f  Work O rg a n is a t io n  in In d u s t ry :  t h e i r  im p l ic a t io n s  
f o r  labour use and c o n tro l  in B r a z i l " .  1989 pages 8 and 9.

20. By jo b  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme I  mean a company’ s system o f  
s k i l l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  which is  used to  de f ined  jo b  t i t l e s  
w i t h in  occupat iona l  h i e r a r c h ie s .  This  is  used to  s e t  the wage 
s t r u c t u r e  in  companies and is  u s u a l ly  accompanied by jo b  
promotion p o l i c i e s .
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T a b l e  5 .1

J o b  and  Wage C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  Scheme a t  t h e  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company i n  1970 and  1 9 8 8 .  
Number o f  J o b  T i t l e s  Among O p e r a t o r s ,  
S e n i o r  S k i l l e d  and  T e c h n i c a l  L e v e l  J o b s ,  
i n  t h e  S t e e l  P l a n t

1970 1988

14 o p e r a t o r  j o b  
t i  1 1es

4 o p e r a t o r  j o b  
t i  t i e s

26 s e n i o r  s k i l l e d  
j o b  t i t l e s

6 s e n i o r  s k i l l e d  j o b  
t i  t i e s

5 t e c h n i c a l  l e v e l  
j o b  t i t l e s

9 t e c h n i c a l  l e v e l  
j o b  t i t l e s

1970 and  " J o b  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  Scheme"  as  
c o l l e c t e d  f r o m  t h e  P e r s o n n e l  D e p a r t m e n t .  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Company .  1 9 8 8 .
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As I  have shown in the In t ro d u c t io n  to  t h i s  t h e s is ,  

fu n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and work groups have been a r e c u r r e n t  

t rend  among process i n d u s t r ie s  in search of  g r e a te r  labour  

p r o d u c t i v i t y .  Although K e l ly  (1 982 :127 )  argues t h a t  the  

i n t ro d u c t io n  o f  f l e x i b l e  work groups per se might not be 

s u f f i c i e n t  to  increase p r o d u c t i v i t y ,  i t  remains an im portant  

element to  be considered.  K e l ly  has suggested, f o r  example,  

t h a t  the e f f e c t s  o f  f l e x i b l e  work groups on p r o d u c t i v i t y  may 

depend upon the increased p ro p o r t io n  o f  the  working day being  

spent in  p rod uc t ive  a c t i v i t y ,  as work loads are  r a is e d .

The c o n t r ib u t io n  o f  f l e x i b l e  work groups in increased  

p r o d u c t i v i t y  can, however, be j u s t i f i e d  by the na tu re  of  

production in process i n d u s t r i e s ,  which in vo lves  high process  

v a r i a b i l i t y  and depends upon the s w i f t  i n t e r v e n t io n  of  

workers to  c o r r e c t  the course o f  product ion .  Thus, according  

to  K e l ly  (1 9 8 2 :1 2 0 ) ,  the  high v a r i a b i l i t y  and 

u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  o f  the product ion  process complica tes  the  

p rec ise  a l l o c a t i o n  of  workloads on an in d iv id u a l  ba s is .  Since  

work groups d i s t r i b u t e  these work loads more ev en ly ,  they can 

improve performance by shar ing  the workloads more e q u i t a b ly  

and by committ ing workers to  in te rve n e  in  product ion  or  in  

the ex ecu t ion  o f  c e r t a i n  ta s ks .

Th is  issue has a ls o  been addressed by Borges (1 9 8 3 : 2 5 ) ,  

but from a d i f f e r e n t  p o in t  o f  view ( 2 1 ) .  According to

21. For a more general and t h e o r e t i c a l  d iscu ss io n ,  see a lso  
Guerra F e r r e i r a ,  C. Q Processo de Trabalho na I n d u s t r i a  
S id e ru rg ic a .  Uma T e n t a t i v a  de C a ra c te r iz a c a o  G e r a l . 1988
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Borges, s ince the p r o d u c t i v i t y  and the product q u a l i t y  are  

dependent on w o rkers ’ c a p a c i ty  to  execute the necessary  

c o r r e c t io n s  in  the production process, th e re  is  a tendency in  

process i n d u s t r ie s  to  in troduce  m u l t i - f u n c t i o n a l  work groups 

f o r  c o re -w o r k e rs , e l i m i n a t i n g  the t r a d i t i o n a l  "one man/one 

post" arrangement. For Borges, m u l t i - f u n c t i o n a l i t y  is  the  

c a p a c i ty  of  a worker to  execute one or more jo b  assignments  

a p a r t  from h is  own w i t h in  a group based o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work.  

The most s i g n i f i c a n t  advantage o f  t h i s  type o f  f u n c t io n a l  

f l e x i b i l i t y  f o r  management is  the f u r t h e r  in t e g r a t i o n  t h a t  i t  

a l low s w i t h in  and between d i f f e r e n t  product ion  processes.  

Borges (1 9 8 3 :3 0 )  suggests t h a t ,  owing to  the semi-cont inuous  

c h a ra c te r  o f  production in process in d u s t r i e s ,  the  f i x e d - p o s t  

type o f  jo b  a l l o c a t i o n  does not a l low  the necessary degree of  

a r t i c u l a t i o n  and c o o r d in a t io n .  Thus, t h i s  type o f  product ion  

process is  h ig h ly  dependent on a c t i v i t i e s  o f  co opera t ion  

between workers,  which cannot be assigned beforehand by 

management as they depend on the f low  o f  product ion  a t  the  

time and the c o r r e c t io n  o f  unforeseen problems and machine 

breakdowns.

pages 3 and 4. For an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the same p r i n c i p l e  a t  
COSIPA, see Z i l b o v i c i u s ,  M. and Marx, R. "Autonomia e 
Organizacao do Trabalho:  0 Caso da I n d u s t r i a  S i d e r u r g i c a " . 
Organizacao do Trabalho F le u ry  and Vargas e d i t o r s .  1983 page 
134. For an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  p r in c ip a l  a t  Belgo M in e i r a ,  
Borges, R. Organizacao do Processo de Trabalho na I n d u s t r i a  
Si derurg i  c a . M. Sc. Thes is .  1983 pages 45 -48 .
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2. The Shop-Floor Conflicts of the Period

Some o f  the  p o l ic y  changes put forward by the new board 

o f  company managers gave r i s e  to  acute c o n f l i c t s  on the  shop- 

f l o o r .  The problems emphasised by workers and acknowledged by 

managers during th e  in te r v ie w s ,  were r e la t e d  to  the  

in t ro d u c t io n  o f  f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and the  issues o f  jo b  

promotion and job  s u b s t i t u t i o n .  Another im portan t  source o f  

c o n f l i c t  revo lved around the discrepancy between the ac tua l  

jo b  performed by a worker and the job  t i t l e  he rece ived  from 

management.

As mentioned in  Chapter 4, the consultancy f i r m  A r th u r  

D. L i t t l e  proposed, among o th er  measures, a new jo b  and wage 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme. Such a scheme was drawn up in  1974 in  

an a t tempt to  r e -o rg a n is e  the job ladder  t h a t  had been 

crea ted  and /o r  e l i m in a t e d  during phase one o f  the expansion  

plan D. According to  management sources, th e r e  was a r e 

assessment o f  the D. L i t t l e  scheme in 1985, in  o rder  to  take  

account o f  the immense changes in terms o f  jo b  r e lo c a t i o n  and 

r e d e f i n i t i o n ,  r e s u l t i n g  from the te c h n o lo g ic a l  and 

o rg a n is a t io n a l  changes. Although job  t i t l e s  per se continued  

to  e x i s t ,  they were s i m p l i f i e d  as f a r  as p o s s ib le ,  detached  

from s p e c i f i c  prod uct ion  se c t ions  and re d e f in e d  in  broader  

terms. Another measure was to  reduce the number o f  jo b  t i t l e s  

and increase the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  assigned to  each one 

( 2 2 ) .

I t  is  im portan t  to  note t h a t  although th e  company’ s jo b

22. In te r v ie w  w i th  manager number 3.
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c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme which was put in t o  p r a c t i c e  in  1985-

1988 was d i f f e r e n t  from the 1974 one e la b o ra te d  by D. L i t t l e ,

i t  was not e n t i r e l y  new. Management claimed, t h a t  th e  new

scheme was s t i l l  being d e f in ed  and did not have the  s ta tu s  o f

a formal company document ( 2 3 ) .  But the absence o f  an

updated and formal scheme was a source o f  c o n f l i c t s  on the

s h o p - f lo o r ,  s ince managers, foremen and workers d id  not  agree

on the m a t te r .  I t  was e v id e n t  in my in te r v ie w s  t h a t  workers

continued to  i n t e r p r e t  t h e i r  job t i t l e s  and p o s i t io n s  in

r e l a t i o n  to  the old scheme. This  problem was recognised by

management, as shown by the fo l lo w in g  sta tem ent:

"The jo b  t i t l e s  d e f in e d  by A r th u r  D. L i t t l e  in  1974 
ended w ith  a problem t h a t  is  re -emerging now a t  the  
p la n t :  the problem o f  understanding one ’ s jo b  t i t l e
c o r r e c t l y . "  (Manager no. 3)

I t  is  important  a ls o  to  add t h a t  the  jo b  and wage 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme was considered a s e c r e t  document by 

company managers, s ince i t  contained the  wage d i f f e r e n t i a l s  

of  a l l  jo b s .  Th is  was an a d d i t io n a l  source o f  g r e a t  confusion  

and resentment on the p a r t  o f  workers towards the  company, as 

they s t a r t e d  to  quest ion  whether the wages rece ived  were in  

accordance w ith  the jo b  t i t l e  they b e l ie v e d  they h e ld .  As 

management reduced the number o f  job t i t l e s  and increased  the  

d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  jo b s ,  a s i g n i f i c a n t  d iscrepancy arose between 

the job  performed by a worker and the jo b  t i t l e  e n te re d  in

23. In t e r v ie w  w ith  managers numbers 3 and 4 and an in form al  
in te r v ie w  w i th  an economist from the "Wages and B e n e f i t s "  
secto r  o f  the Department o f  Human Resources.
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h is  work-card ( 2 4 ) :

“A f t e r  I  t r a in e d  on my own I  was moved from being a 
"he lper"  to  "machine o p e ra to r" .  On my w ork-card  they  
entered  "machine opera to r"  but we c a l l  i t  " r a i l  
r e c t i f i e r " . We r e c t i f y  s te e l  r a i l s  and t h a t  i s  the  
c o r r e c t  t i t l e  but they don’ t  put i t  down.
-  Why do you th in k  t h i s  is  so?
Oh, the company is  t r y i n g  to  be smart because i t  is  
a quest ion  o f  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and wages". ( I n f  5 ) .

" I  am a r o l l i n g - m i l l  opera to r  but on my w ork -card  
I  am entered  as o p e r a to r .  The problem w ith  t h a t  is  
t h a t  o p e ra to r  is  le v e l  s ix  and r o l l i n g - m i l l  
o p era to r  is  le v e l  13 (so according to  the  w orker ,  
he earns less  than he is  e n t i t l e d  t o ) " .  ( I n f  5 7 ) .

" I  am en tered  as an op era to r  but t h a t  is  not what I  do.
-  You mean you want management to  change th e  t i t l e  o f  
the job  you do, on your work-card?
Not only t h a t ,  but change the wage le v e l  as w e l l .
To put me as a metal m i l l in g -m a c h in e  o p e ra to r  a t  
l e a s t .  Then I  would a lso  have a chance o f  g e t t i n g  
a b e t t e r  jo b  i f  I  l e f t  CSN (because i t  would 
t e s t i f y  to  h is  s k i l l  l e v e l ) " .  ( I n f .  3 7 ) .

" I  work as an o p e ra to r  of  mobile equipment but I  am 
entered  as a h e lp e r .
-  How long has t h i s  been going on?
Oh, oVie and a h a l f  y e a r s ! " .  ( I n f .  4 5 ) .

S im i la r  c o n f l i c t s  may a r is e  as a r e s u l t  o f  workers  

comparing t h e i r  own jo b  t i t l e s  and wages w i th  those o f  o ther  

workers performing s i m i l a r  jobs .  This c o n f l i c t  has turned  

in to  a demand c a l l e d  "same job/same wage" p r i n c i p l e  

( p r i n c i p i o  de isonomia) ,  and although i t  e x is te d  b e fo re  on 

the s h o p - f lo o r ,  i t  was sharpened by the i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  

fu n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and work groups. As th e  f o l lo w i n g  

quotes demonstrate,  workers have taken group a c t io n  to

24. The "work-card" ( c a r t e i r a  de t r a b a l h o ) is  a work i d e n t i t y  
card which a l l  those employed in the formal labour  market  in  
B r a z i l  must c a r r y .  They are  issued by the  M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour
and must be signed by the  employer as a p roof  o f  formal
c o n t r a c t  between the  two p a r t i e s .  The employer must s t a t e  on 
the  "work card" the  w o rk e r ’ s present job  and wage and change
the e n t r y  whenever these are  a l t e r e d .
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p r e s s u r e  m a n a g e m e n t  i n t o  g r a n t i n g  w h a t  t h e y  c o n s i d e r  t o  be

t h e i r  r i g h t s .

"A s h o r t  t i m e  ago  t w o  m a te s  f r o m  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  and  
I  s t a r t e d  a g r i e v a n c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o m p a n y .  We had  
t h e  same j o b  and  had  t h e  same w age .  A t  one  p o i n t  
t h e  b o s s  came and g a v e  l e v e l  t w e l v e  f o r  o n e  o f  t h e  
m a t e s .  Then  we t h o u g h t  t h a t  i f  we h a v e  t h e  same j o b  
and  t h e  same t i m e  w o r k i n g  a t  t h e  j o b ,  we s h o u l d  be 
g i v e n  l e v e l  t w e l v e  as  w e l l .  Then  we t a l k e d  t o  t h e  
head  o f  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  as  w e l l  as w i t h  t h e  u n i o n
( a b o u t  i n i t i a t i n g  a j u d i c i a l  c a s e  a g a i n s t  t h e
c o m p a n y ) .
-  Wha t  d i d  he a n s w e r  you?
T h a t  we w o u l d  h a v e  t o  w a i t ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  4 ) .

" I n  my d e p a r t m e n t  we w e r e  o p e r a t o r s  on  l e v e l  e i g h t .
Then  w i t h  t h e  Sao P a u l o  m e t r o  s y s t e m ,  we had  t o  
w o r k  much h a r d e r .  We w o r k e d  on a v e r a g e  e i g h t  h o u r s  
on t h e  m a c h i n e s  and  e a c h  o p e r a t o r  had  t o  r e c t i f y  
a r o u n d  100 r a i l s .  ( . . . )  Then  we w e r e  d i v i d e d  i n  a 
g r o u p  o f  f o u r  and  had  o n l y  t o  w o r k  s i x  h o u r s  on  t h e  
m a c h i n e ,  b u t  had  t o  r e c t i f y  150 r a i l s .  Some o f  t h e  
g r o u p  was u p g r a d e d  t o  l e v e l  t e n ,  o t h e r s  w e r e  n o t .
We s t a r t e d  d e m a n d in g  t o  be u p g r a d e d  f r o m  l e v e l  
e i g h t  t o  t e n ,  so  we c o u l d  e a r n  m o r e .  I t  was a 
s e r i o u s  g r i e v a n c e  t h a t  we p u t  t o  t h e  hea d  o f  o u r  
d e p a r t m e n t  and  a s k e d  f o r  h e l p  f r o m  t h e  u n i o n ’ s 
l a w y e r .  We f i n a l l y  go i t ! " .  ( I n f .  5 ) .

As w i l l  be shown i n  t h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n ,  t h e s e  p r o b l e m s  o f

j o b  t i t l e s  and  w ag es  w e r e  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  s h o p - f l o o r

p o l i t i c s  when t h e  "n ew  u n i o n i s t "  u n i o n  r a i s e d  t h e m  i n  t h e  

A n n u a l  Work  A g e n d a s  and  demanded a c h a n g e  t o  t h e  s y s t e m .  The 

demands w h i c h  a p p e a r  i n  t h e  u n i o n ’ s 1 9 8 5 ,  1986 and  1987

C o n t r a c t  A g e n d a s  i n c l u d e d ,  t h e  r i g h t  o f  "same j o b / s a m e  w a g e " ,  

t h e  e l i m i  nat te r  o f  d i s c r e p a n c i e s  b e tw e e n  a c t u a l  j o b  and  j o b  

t i t l e  and  t h e  d i s c l o s u r e  t o  t h e  u n i o n  and  s t e e l w o r k e r s  o f  t h e  

c o m p a n y ’ s " j o b  and  wage c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  s c h e m e "  i n  f o r c e  a t  

t h e  t i  me ( 2 5  ) .

2 5 .  S o u r c e s :  C l a u s e s  n u m b e r  18 and  22 o f  t h e  1985 A n n u a l  Work 
C o n t r a c t  A g e n d a ;  c l a u s e s  12,  23 and 40 o f  t h e  1986 A n n u a l
Work  C o n t r a c t  A g e n d a  and  c l a u s e s  17 and 19 i n  t h e  1987 A n n u a l  
Work  C o n t r a c t  A g e n d a .  M e t a l  w o r k e r s ’ U n i o n  o f  V o l t a  R e d o n d a .
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However, the  Annual Work Agreements a c t u a l l y  signed by

management and the  union, show t h a t  these demands were not

granted by the company. A second type o f  union a c t iv is m  thus

began to  prov ide  a s i g n i f i c a n t  a l t e r n a t i v e  means o f  o b ta in in g

w o rke rs ’ demands, through e x p l i c i t  encouragement o f  workers

to  use the  Labour Courts ,  and to  f i l e  le g a l  cases a g a in s t  the

N at iona l  S tee l  Company. This t rend  has been acknowledged by

the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  Department:

"There has been a g re a t  number of  gr ievances  put forward  
by workers in  the  Labour Courts a g a in s t  the company 
( . . . )  We have faced a l o t  of  gr ievances because workers  
are confused about t h e i r  job t i t l e s .  In  f a c t ,  the  union 
sometimes helps to  confuse the worker by r e in f o r c in g  
some o f  the confus ion .  In  most cases the  company has 
been ab le  to  win, by demonstrat ing in  c o u r t  the  
d i f f e r e n t  types o f  jobs and the r e s p e c t iv e  wages. ( . . . )  
Of course th e r e  are some " i n f o r m a l i t i e s " ,  in  which 
workers in f a c t  are doing much more than they were 
assigned to  by the job  t i t l e  on t h e i r  work card .  In  
these cases the  company has lo s t  in  the Labour Court  and 
has been fo rced  to  pay the d i f f e r e n c e  ( . . . ) .  (Manager 
no. 2 ) .

The number o f  gr ievances put forward by workers a g a in s t  

the company concerning the issues o u t l in e d  above, has grown 

over the years .  In fo rm a t io n  concerning t h i s  issue was 

c o l le c t e d  in my f i e l d  research ( 2 6 ) .  As I  w i l l  d iscuss in  

Chapter 8, as "new unionism" emerged and grew on the shop- 

f l o o r ,  workers have reso r ted  in c re a s in g ly  to  t h i s  channel 

opened to  them in the  Labour Courts.  Although t h i s  type of

26. According to  da ta  from the Legal Department o f  the  
Company f o r  example, the t o t a l  number of  w o rk e r -c la im a n ts  
proceeding a g a in s t  the  Company rose from 275 cases in 1978 to  
2,781 in 1984. According to  union records,  th e  "same jo b ,  
same wage" issue was t h i r d  most f req u en t  type o f  case, los ing  
only  to  "the r e c o g n i t io n  o f  unhealthy working areas" and "the  
r e c o g n i t io n  o f  dangerous working area s" .  For more d e t a i l s  on 
t h i s  see Chapter 8 o f  t h i s  t h e s is .

314



s t ru g g le  has been i n t e r p r e t e d  by some B r a z i l i a n  authors  as a 

b u re a u c ra t ic  u n io n is t  type  o f  a c t io n ,  because i t  makes use of  

the  e x i s t i n g  c o r p o r a t i s t  channels, I  w i l l  argue t h a t  i t

c o n s t i t u t e s  an in n o v a t iv e  and successful way f o r  workers to

press f o r  t h e i r  r i g h t s .

3. The Metalworkers Union: Advances in  O rg a n is a t io n  and

Mi 1i ta n c y

Sect ion One o f  t h i s  chapter  has discussed the  main 

p o l i c i e s  implemented in  the period 1985-1987 by management. 

Sect ion  Two has presented the type of  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  

which emerged as a r e s u l t  o f  p o l ic y  changes. Th is  sec t io n  

w i l l  descr ibe  the general  developments in the  union during  

the per iod  and the types o f  d ispute  and d i v i s i o n  which were 

emerging among the "new u n io n is t"  union o f f i c i a l s  and 

a c t i v i s t s .  I t  w i l l  a lso  discuss the main s t r i k e s  and demands 

put forward by workers in the successive wage campaigns in

the p e r io d ,  and the type o f  union government e s ta b l is h e d  by

"new u n io n is t"  lea d e rs .

3 . 1 .  The F i r s t  Union S p l i t  and the Emergence o f  a "New Union 

Opposit ion  Group":

The de c is ion  to  lead the ending o f  the 1984 s t r i k e  was 

not easy to  ta k e .  According to  union l e a d e r s ’ p e rc e p t io n ,  

th e re  was a d i f f i c u l t  balance between a c h ie v in g  s i g n i f i c a n t  

gains in t h e i r  f i r s t - e v e r  s t r i k e  and knowing the  r i g h t  time
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to  stop and make concessions. N ev er the less ,  a meeting o f  the  

union e x ecu t iv e  and s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s  decided t h a t  the  

e x e c u t iv e  would recommend a re tu rn  to  work, and a t  l e a s t  in  

th eory  a l l  those present  were committed in p res en t ing  t h i s  

proposal to  the rank and f i l e  ( 2 7 ) .  However, another  group,  

c o n s is t in g  o f  fo u r  union d i r e c t o r s  and a handful o f  

a c t i v i s t s  viewed the s i t u a t i o n  very d i f f e r e n t l y  from Juarez  

and h is  supporters  and took the opposite  proposal to  the  

mass meeting. Although they dismiss the  l a b e l ,  t h i s  group 

came to  be c a l l e d  by Juarez Antunes and o thers  lea de rs  and 

known by the rank and f i l e  as the "Convergencia S o c i a l i s t " 

group ( 2 8 ) .  For t h i s  o p p o s i t io n  group, the crux o f  the  1984

27. According to  Juarez Antunes’ own account f o r  example:

“We got the union d i r e c t o r s ,  the "N e g o t ia t in g  Committee" 
and a c t i v i s t s  to g e th e r  and s a t  down to  e v a lu a te  the l a s t  
n e g o t ia t io n  w ith  management. My idea was t h a t  we were 
a l re a d y  on the f o u r t h  day of  s t r i k e  and a l l  th e  cards  
had been a l re a d y  given in the n e g o t ia t io n s  w ith  
management: here i t  i s  what is  on the  t a b l e ,  th e r e  is  no 
more:. There would be no punishment f o r  s t r i k e r s ,  no 
discount  on days l o s t ,  and the l o t .  ( . . . )  While  we 
discussed the p u b l ic  assembly had a l re a d y  s t a r t e d  and 
men from the o p p o s i t io n  were t r y i n g  to  put f i r e  on the  
rank and f i l e :  l e t s  go! l e t s  put t h i s  government down! 
l e t s  stop t h i s  B r a z i l  w i th  o ther  s t r i k e s ! :  and a l  1 t h a t .  
( . . . )  While t h a t  was going on we were dec id ing  on what 
p o s i t io n  to  t a k e .  F i n a l l y ,  a f t e r  one hour we 
d e m o c ra t ic a l ly  voted on the  proposal to  end the  s t r i k e .  
Us, the " S t r ik e  Committee" and a l l "  (Juarez  Antunes,  
in te r v ie w  1 2 /2 /  19 88 ) .

28. In  an in te r v ie w  in  January 1990 w i th  two former union  
lea de rs  who were e x p e l le d  from o f f i c e  and became the  "New 
Opposit ion Group", they dec lared  t h a t  although they had 
become members o f  a l e f t  wing o rg a n is a t io n  c a l l e d  "Causa 
QperaV ia" , formal membership only  began in 1989 and not  
b e fo re .  According to  them, they were l a b e l l e d  by o th e r  union  
lea ders  and workers as members o f  the "Convergenci a 
S o c i a l i s t a " because they were sympathetic  w ith  the p o s i t io n s  
of  t h i s  o r g a n is a t io n .  But in  f a c t ,  they had no formal l in k s
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s t r i k e  was the  c o n f r o n t a t io n  w ith  the  company and the

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  i t  s t r i k e  would serve as a model f o r  o th e r  

workers around the  co un try ,  to br ing  pressure on the

government and even achieve the complete end o f  the

d i c t a t o r s h i p .  For t h i s  group, any l i m i t a t i o n  in  the  s t r i k e ’ s 

d u ra t io n  was a "cheap s e l l - o u t "  of  the workers by union

1e a d e rs .

The d i f f e r e n c e s  between members o f  the union e x e c u t iv e

ended in a c l e a r  a p u b l ic  s p l i t  a t  the May 23 mass meet ing.

Despite  the f a c t  t h a t  th e  execu t iv e  had reached an u n i t a r y

p o s i t io n ,  two d i f f e r e n t  proposals  were put forward  a t  t h i s

meeting. According to  th e  view of  one o f  the lea de rs  from the

op po s i t io n  group on the  events:

"Juarez wanted to  end the s t r i k e  on t h a t  ve ry  
Saturday.  We were a g a in s t  t h a t  and ex p la ined  to  th e  
rank and f i l e .  We ex p la ined  t h a t  our s t r i k e  was 
ta k in g  p lace  a t  a very  important  moment in  the  
c o u n t r y ’ s h i s t o r y  and t h a t  i t  was an abras ion  to  
P re s id e n t  F ig u e i re d o .  The movement f o r  " d i r e c t  
e le c t io n s "  was s t rong  a t  t h a t  p o in t  in t im e and we 
b e l ie v ed  our s t r i k e  would help t h a t  movement. We 
had accumulated a l o t  o f  hate of  the d i c t a t o r s h i p  
during a l l  those years  and be l ieved  t h a t  i t  was 
t ime to  respond. In  f a c t ,  our group was fa s c in a t e d  
by the  e x t e n t  o f  w o rk e rs ’ m o b i l is a t io n  dur ing  th e  
1984 s t r i k e .  Our group t r i e d  to  show the  rank and 
f i l e  t h a t  i f  we ended the  s t r i k e  t h a t  day we would 
leave the s t r i k e  ashamed and w ith  our heads bowed.
Our group’ s message came across to  the rank and

w ith  i t .  According to  them, the  l a b e l l i n g  of  th e  group as by 
o th er  union o f f i c i a l s  was designed to  d i s c r e d i t  and i s o l a t e  
them, s ince  the "Convergencia S o c i a l i s t a " has a widespread  
re p u ta t io n  o f  beigg an ex trem e ly  ra d ic a l  l e f t  wing group.

The "Convergencia S o c i a l i s t a " in B r a z i l  i s  a p o l i t i c a l  
o rg a n is a t io n  o f  T r o t s k y i s t  o r i e n t a t i o n  which was founded in  
1978. I t  is  thought to  be the  most i n f l u e n t i a l  T r o t s k y i s t  
group in the country  and has m i l i t a n t  bases among the s tuden t  
and labour movements. In  the  l a t t e r ,  they are " s h e l te re d "  in 
the  Workers’ P a r ty  ( PT) and have some in f lu e n c e  a t  CUT based 
on t h e i r  c o n tro l  o f  im p o r ta n t  unions in the co un try ,  such as 
the Bank Workers in  Rio de J a n e i ro .
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f i l e  and our proposal won, so the s t r i k e  cont inued  
t h a t  day". ( I n f .  5 0 ) .

The June 23 assembly was an important  landmark f o r  the

Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union, f o r  i t  was the f i r s t  t ime t h a t  th e  s p l i t

among union o f f i c i a l s  broke in to  the open. Th is  caused a

g re a t  deal o f  resentment and confusion among the  rank and

f i l e ,  as shown by the f o l lo w i n g  accounts:

"Workers were very a c t i v e  in the 1984 s t r i k e  ( . . . )  
the only th in g  t h a t  l e f t  me a b i t  sad was t h a t  we 
pledged so much over u n i ty  and one saw a s t r u g g le  
among union le a d e rs .  Th is  was sad, to  see the  s p l i t  
among the le a d e rs .  I t  is  r e a l l y  a shame, so many 
v a lu a b le  people,  in s tea d  of  adding e f f o r t s  they  
were c r e a t in g  d ispu tes  and d i v i s i o n " .  ( I n f .  2 5 ) .

"The 1984 s t r i k e  was the f i r s t .  I t  was a 
co ns c iou sne s s -ra is in g  s t r i k e  f o r  the rank and f i l e  
but th e re  was a s p l i t .  Some workers even t h in k  t h a t  
Juarez got invo lved  on i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  so t h a t  the  
s t r i k e  would end". ( I n f .  26 ) .

" I  don’ t  know, I  s t a r t e d  having doubts about Juarez  
because although he had t h i s  specia l  c a p a c i ty  to  
m obi l is e  workers,  in  1984 he wanted us to  end the  
s t r i k e .  There was even a s p l i t  between union  
o f f i c i a l s  because o f  t h i s .  There were people who 
wanted the s t r i k e  to  co nt inue .  So he took a long  
t ime to  come to  our assembly and when he f i n a l l y  
a r r iv e d  he sa id  t h a t  i t  was time to  end the  s t r i k e .
A l o t  of  people d id  not accept t h a t ,  but ,  he had an 
i n c r e d ib le  s k i l l  in  convincing people. He would 
take  the movement in  the  d i r e c t i o n  he wanted".
( I n f .  13 ) .

Despite  Juarez Antunes’ power and le a de rs h ip  image, h is  

p o s i t io n  was defea ted  in  the  mass meeting by a s i z e a b le  

m a jo r i t y  who voted to  cont inue  w ith  the s t r i k e .  However, 

Juarez Antunes and a l l  the  o th e r  union leaders  were s t r o n g ly  

supported in  t h e i r  view by the  C a th o l ic  Church, the  reg io na l  

and n a t io n a l  CUT, and by m i l i t a n t s  from the Communist P ar ty  

which had s t a r t e d  to  r e -o rg a n is e  a t  the t ime o f  th e  1984
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s t r i k e  ( 2 9 ) .  According to  one s te e lw o rk e r ,  who was a shop-

f l o o r  a c t i v i s t  and a member o f  the B r a z i l i a n  Communist Par ty :

"There was a s p l i t  in  the 1984 s t r i k e .  The 
Communist P a r ty  (PCB) agreed with  J u a r e z ’ s p o s i t io n  
because although Juarez had a very  s trong  
p e r s o n a l i t y  and led th ing s  in q u i t e  a p o p u l is t  
fash io n  we d id  not want the Convergencia S oc ia l  i s t a  
to  be successful  or to  c re a te  a p a r a l l e l  union. Two 
members from the C en tra l  Committee o f  the  P ar ty  
c a l l e d  me and t o ld  me: t h i s  s t r i k e  must end by
Sunday and you must go in the p la n t  and help  to  end 
i t .  Although we on ly  had two members in s id e  the  
p l a n t ,  I  had developed a c e r t a in  le a d e rs h ip  w i th  
workers f o r  being an a c t i v i s t  and p a r t i c i p a t i n g  
during  the  s t r i k e .  ( . . . )  so I  helped to  end t h a t  
s t r i  k e " . ( I n f . 5 1 ) .

Most probab ly  as a r e s u l t  o f  a l l  these  combined 

pressures ,  the  workers voted to  end the  s t r i k e  a t  another  

mass meeting on Sunday, May 24. This outcome a t t e s te d  to  

Juarez Antunes’ s i g n i f i c a n t  leadersh ip  among th e  rank and 

f i l e .  But had rece ived  a knock, since many workers were not  

convinced t h a t  the  s t r i k e  should have ended on t h a t  day and 

thought t h a t  Juarez was lo s ing  his  "combative" o r i e n t a t i o n  

(30)  .

29. On the past  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of members o f  the  Communist 
Party  in  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda, see 
Chapter 4, S ec t ion  2 o f  t h i s  t h e s is .

30. According to  the view held by o rd in a ry  workers f o r  
example:

"Some workers in c lu d in g  myself ,  f e l t  be trayed  by 
the Annual Work Agreement because they wanted to  
ta ke  th in g s  u n t i l  the  very end, but th e  union 
thought i t  was t ime to  end. The workers d i s l i k e d  
t h a t  and many f e l t  r e v o l t  a g a in s t  the  union 
( r e v o l t a d o s ) ,  they thought t h a t  the s t r i k e  could  
not have ended a t  t h a t  t im e " .  ( I n f .  4 ) .

"For me the  1984 s t r i k e  should have c ont inue d .  As
I  saw i t ,  e i t h e r  the  company paid e v e ry th in g  we 
asked or we continued the  s t r i k e  and i t  would have 
to  lay  o f f  every worker in the company!". ( I n f .
I I  ) .
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According to  d i f f e r e n t  sources, J u a r e z ’ s response to

t h i s  c r i s i s  over h is  le a d e rs h ip  was to  i n i t i a t e  leg a l

proceedings in  the  Regional Labour Court  over the

" p r o d u c t iv i t y "  index ,  conta ined in the 1983 Wage Law (decree

number 20 6 5 ) ,  which had not been granted by the company in

the  1983 Annual Work Agreement when Lustosa was s t i l l  head o f

the Metal workers ’ Union. Th is  case was judged by the Regional

Labour Court  in August 1984 in  fa vour  of the workers,  who

rece ived  a 4% increase  in t h e i r  wages. This  res tored  Juarez

Antunes’ p r e s t ig e  as a combative lea der  and a l lowed him to

s t r i k e  hard a g a in s t  the leaders  in the  union who were opposed

to  h is  p o l i c i e s .

According to  two members o f  t h i s  opposing group on the

union e x e c u t iv e ,  they now became in c re a s in g ly  i s o la t e d  and

were o b je c t  to  in c re a s in g  h o s t i l i t y  by o ther  union o f f i c i a l s

and a c t i v i s t s :

" A f t e r  the events which led to  the end o f  the 1984 
s t r i k e ,  our c o -e x is te n c e  in s id e  the  union ex e cu t iv e  
became im poss ib le .  There were fo u r  of us th e re  but  
complete ly  i s o l a t e d .  The u n io n ’ s b u l l e t i n s  s t a r t e d  
c a l l i n g  us " t r a i t o r s "  ( I n f .  Cerezo) .

"Things got so bad f o r  us a t  one p o in t  t h a t  i t  was 
hard even to  take  p a r t  in  meetings s ince those  
workers who were e f f u s i v e l y  pro -Juarez  would 
p h y s i c a l l y  th r e a te n  us" ( I n f .  L u iz ) .

According to  d i f f e r e n t  accounts, as Juarez Antunes f e l t  

h is  le a d e rs h ip  grow those who were i d e n t i f i e d  as members o f  

the  opposing group were e x p e l le d  from the union ex e c u t iv e  and 

fo u r  o f  them re tu rn ed  to  work a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company, 

as s t e e l  w o rke rs . A f t e r  t h i s  dram at ic  tu rn  o f  events ,  the
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e x p e l le d  group fo rm a l ly  de c la re d  to  be in  o p p o s i t io n  to  the  

"new u n io n is t"  union and c a l l e d  themselves th e  "New 

O pposit ion  Group".

The emergence of  the  "New Opposit ion Group", placed to  

the  l e f t  of  the e x e c u t iv e ,  in troduced a type o f  ch a l le n g e  to  

the  new union government. For a l though,  as we have seen, the  

o r i g i n a l  execu t ive  board who came to  power in the  1983 

e l e c t i o n s  were an ag grega t ion  o f  competing p o l i t i c a l  views,  

they had been capable  o f  producing an a l l i a n c e  based on 

common goals and o b j e c t i v e s .  The m a jo r i ty  o f  t h i s  group,  

however, was not w i l l i n g  to  accept the presence o f  people  

w ith  pe rspec t ives  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  own, as 

was the case w ith  the "New Opposit ion Group".

As s tee lw orkers  from the "New Opposit ion Group" re turned  

t o  the s h o p - f lo o r  they l o s t  the  p r o te c t io n  a g a in s t  l a y - o f f s  

which they had held as o f f i c i a l s .  This  th re a te n e d  t h e i r  

a b i l i t y  to  continue p o l i t i c a l  work in s id e  the company and 

made t h e i r  p o s i t io n ,  as w e l l  as the s u rv iv a l  o f  the  "New 

O pposit ion  Group" i t s e l f  even more f r a g i l e .  I t  can be 

suggested t h a t  t h e i r  e x p u ls io n  from the union e x e c u t iv e  w ith  

the  r e s u l t in g  loss o f  p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  l a y - o f f  was 

render ing  the s u rv iv a l  o f  t h i s  new opposing group something 

ex trem ely  d i f f i c u l t .  T h e i r  ex pu ls ion  in d ic a te d  the d i f f i c u l t y  

o f  l e a d e r ’ s in power to  a l lo w  an op p o s i t io n  group t o  e x i s t  on 

a more permanent basis  or  to  deal w i th  them and accept  

c o m p e t i t iv e  p o l i t i c a l  ideas in s id e  the union. As shown in  the  

next  ch apter ,  t h i s  type o f  p a t te r n  o f  " c r i s i s  r e s o l u t i o n " ,  -  

i e ,  the  expuls ion o f  opposing members from the e x e c u t iv e ,
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would occur tw ic e  more in  the  u n io n ’ s h i s t o r y  up to  1990.

With regard to  the issues o f  union democracy discussed  

in  the  In t ro d u c t io n  to  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  the expu ls ion  o f  

competing views from the union c l e a r l y  undermined an 

im portant  democratic  p r i n c i p l e .  I t  ra ised  doubts about the  

democratic  d iscourse o f  the leaders  who were committed to  the  

“new u n io n is t"  movement and a more democratic  form o f  union 

admi ni s t r a t i  on .

According to  union leaders  and a c t i v i s t s ,  the  expu ls ion  

episode was a dram at ic  outcome f o r  a l l  those in v o lv ed .  

However, as t ime e lapsed,  i t  tended to  recede in the l i s t  o f  

concerns, and the  union c a r r ie d  on w ith  i t s  a t tem pts  to  

implement a new type o f  union government. The expu ls ion  o f  

the  fo u r  d i r e c t o r s  did no t ,  however, end the o th e r  d ispu tes  

which were ta k in g  p lace between o th e r  leaders  in s id e  the  

un i on .

To a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  the  developments a f t e r  the  1984 

s t r i k e  deepened the  s p l i t s  in s id e  the union and i n t e n s i f i e d  

the s t ru g g le  over who had decis ion-making power and the  

g r e a t e s t  le g i t im a c y  among the  rank and f i l e .  According to  

sources, by 1985 Juarez Antunes no longer accepted t h a t  

dec is ions  in s id e  the union should be taken c o l l e c t i v e l y  by 

i t s  ex e c u t iv e  board. He assumed h is  a u t h o r i t y  in f u l l  s t y l e ,  

invoking the “p r e s i d e n t i a l "  s t r u c t u r e  foreseen in  the  

un io n ’ s s t a t u t e s ,  and a more t r a d i t i o n a l  s t y l e  o f  d e c is io n  

making was implemented ( 3 1 ) .

31. I t  is  worth mentioning t h a t  a lthough the new unionism  
group who won o f f i c e  o f  the  Metal workers ’ Union in  1983 
wished to  break w i th  a l l  the  b u re a u c ra t ic  and a u t h o r i t a r i a n



At t h i s  p o in t  in t im e the  leadersh ip  d isp u te  expressed  

i t s e l f  as a d i v i s i o n  between one group who wanted to  ce n tre  

i t s  p o l i c i e s  on the  o r g a n is a t io n  and m o b i l i s a t io n  o f  the  

union members, and those who placed less emphasis on t h i s  

aspect and sought a more d i r e c t  and c h a r is m a t ic  mode of  

o p e ra t io n .  While the f i r s t  group t r i e d  to  in v e s t  in  long term  

s o l id  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  workers on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  based on 

d a y - to -d a y  m o b i l is a t io n  and emergence of in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  

l e a d e rs h ip ,  the second group invested more in  mass meetings  

and w e l fa r e  o r ie n te d  a c t i v i t i e s .

Union o f f i c i a l s  from the  f i r s t  group emphasised more 

c o l l e c t i v e  and d i r e c t  types o f  ac t ion  in which the  rank and 

f i l e  would to  take an a c t i v e  p a r t  and the l e a d e r s h i p ’ s r o le  

would be more o f  an o r g a n is e r .  By c o n t r a s t ,  the second group 

reproduced a more t r a d i t i o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip  between le a d e rs h ip  

and rank and f i l e ,  in  which power was "delegated" to  the  

union o f f i c i a l s .  The f i r s t  group centred on lea d e rs  such as 

Wanderlei and Wagner ( 3 2 ) .  The second group centred  on the  

f i g u r e  o f  Juarez Antunes, supported by Lopes and o th ers

s t r u c t u r e  o f  union a d m in s t ra t io n  o f  the Lustosas ’ ye ars ,  a 
new s t a t u t e  f o r  the  union was only  drawn up in  1989. Up to  
t h a t  t ime the o ld s t a t u t e  was fo rm a l ly  l e f t  a s id e .  The 
drawback was t h a t  whenever th e re  was a d is p u te  between 
lea d e rs ,  some o f  the  r u le s  in  the  old s t a t u t e  were cla imed to  
be l e g i t i m a t e ,  to  r e i n f o r c e  the  p o s i t io n  of  a c e r t a i n  f a c t i o n  
a g a in s t  the o th e r .  Th is  was e x a c t ly  the case w i th  the  d is p u te  
about " c o l l e g i a t e ” mode of  a d m in is t r a t io n  versus  
" p r e s id e n t ia l "  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .

32. To help the reader  to  i d e n t i f y  t h i s  group, i t  is  worth  
p o in t in g  out t h a t  i t  c o n s t i t u t e d  S la te  4 in the  f i r s t  b a l l o t  
of  the  1983 e le c t i o n s  f o r  the  Metal w orkers ’ Union.
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(33).
Perhaps the best i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  t h i s  c lash  o f  p o l i t i c a l

o r i e n t a t i o n s  was the p o l i c y  put forward by a union e x e c u t iv e

member c a l l e d  Lopes, in  r e l a t i o n  to  h is  work in  a s s o c ia t io n

w ith  managers from the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  Department. As we

saw in  Sect ion  One o f  t h i s  chapter ,  t h i s  department gained in

s t re n g th  during the company’ s democratic p e r io d .  According to

accounts, Lopes g r e a t l y  a s s is te d  i t  a f t e r  1986 by d e c id in g  to

cooperate  w ith  i t ,  in  h is  view, to  the b e n e f i t  o f  the

workers.  He thus became a mediator  between workers and the

I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  Department,  meeting weekly w i th  i t s  Head

to  r a is e  w o rke rs ’ in d iv id u a l  problems and to  work out

s o lu t io n s  w ith  management. As time e lapsed,  Lopes became

recognised by many workers and management in t h a t  r o l e  and

was thought o f  as e f f e c t i v e .  According to  the  head o f  the

I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  D iv is io n :

"Some workers took t h e i r  gr ievances and problems to  
him (Lopes) and we would meet every Monday, 8 :00  in  
the  morning over the  problems. Lopes would be 
present  a t  the meet ing,  as would the worker w i th  
the  problem, so t h a t  th in g s  could be s t ra ig h te n e d  
ou t .  ( . . . )  We would have a whole week to  work over  
the problem and, many t im es,  the issue would be 
s e t t l e d  by the  next  meeting. Th is  scheme was 
in t e r r u p t e d  l a s t  November (1 9 8 7 ) ,  by o th e r  union  
d i r e c t o r s  who did not agree w ith  Lopes’ s scheme". 
(Management no. 2 ) .

These d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h in  the M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union 

regard ing  Lopes’ scheme became in f a c t  one o f  th e  c e n t r a l  

issues in  the  p o l i t i c a l  d ispu tes  in the union. I t  was thought

33. The group made up o f  Juarez Antunes and Lopes amongst 
o th e rs ,  were s l a t e  number 5 in  the 1983 union e l e c t i o n s .  I t  
is  worth mentioning t h a t  these two leaders  would not cont inue  
as a l l i e s  f o r  much lo nge r ,  Lopes being e x p e l le d  from the  
Union in  1989 f o r  reasons to  be e xp la ined .

324



by some le a d e rs  t h a t  a "new u n io n is t"  union, should not  

accept "s o lu t io n s "  based on in d iv id u a l  and personal co n tac t  

between union o f f i c i a l s  and management. These union o f f i c i a l s  

argued t h a t  such p r a c t ic e s  had been t y p i c a l  o f  the  former  

b u re a u c ra t ic  union leaders  and were not in  tune w i th  t h e i r  

p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n .  As I  suggest in  Chapter 7, t h i s  

d ispu te  r e f l e c t e d  one o f  the dilemmas o f  the  "new u n io n is t"  

union: namely, the tens io n  between in c e n t iv e s  to  " d i r e c t ,

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  and m i l i t a n c y "  and th e  need to  d e l i v e r  

"goods" to  in d iv id u a l  workers, which are not always obta ined  

by d i r e c t  and c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .

3 .2 .  Major  Developments o f  the  Per iod

By 1985, th re e  years a f t e r  the e l e c t i o n s  o f  the new 

union e x e c u t iv e  and d e sp i te  the p o l i t i c a l  d i v i s i o n s  w i t h in  

i t ,  the union had been g r e a t l y  re -o rg a n is e d  and a markedly  

d i f f e r e n t  s t r u c t u r e  from t h a t  o f  Lustosa’ s days had emerged. 

Union a c t i v i t i e s  were organised through d i f f e r e n t  departments  

and committees, in  which a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the  rank and 

f i l e  was sought.  Great  emphasis was put on mapping out  

w orkers ’ s h o p - f lo o r  problems -  such as h e a l th  and s a fe t y  

issues and c o n f l i c t s  w i th  foremen -  and on t r y i n g  to  deal  

with  them through c o l l e c t i v e  channels .  Although by t h i s  t im e  

the company’ s management had not recognised any formal  

re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  the union on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  the  c lose  

contact  between union leaders  and the rank and f i l e  was 

helped by the f a c t  t h a t  around 10 o f  the  members of  the
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u n io n ’ s ex e c u t iv e  continued to  work in s id e  the  p l a n t  a f t e r  

being voted in to  o f f i c e .  Th is  was a s i g n i f i c a n t  d e p a r tu re  

from former p r a c t ic e s  whereby the b u re a u c ra t ic  le a d e rs ,  

having been voted in to  o f f i c e ,  would q u ic k ly  leave th e  p l a n t  

to  become f u l l - t i m e  union o f f i c i a l s .

Th is  break w ith  th e  past could a ls o  be seen in  the  

nature  o f  the i n i t i a t i v e s  put forward by the  new le a d e rs .  

Together w ith  the encouragement o f  g r e a te r  rank and f i l e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and a general  down p la y in g  o f  the u n io n ’ s 

w e l fa r e  r o l e ,  the new lea de rs  crea ted  the  "Centre o f  Union 

H is to ry "  (Centro  de Memoria S o c ia l )  to  re c o n s t ru c t  the  

un ion ’ s h i s t o r y  before and a f t e r  1964 and to  serve as a basis  

f o r  a "workmens’ l i b r a r y "  a l l  s o r ts  o f  w r i t t e n  m a te r ia l  and 

data on the  s te e l  in d u s try  and the organised labour movement. 

During t h i s  t im e ,  th e re  was a lso  a re fo rm u la t io n  o f  the  

u n ion ’ s Legal Department, which w i l l  be discussed in d e t a i l  

in Chapter 8.

Union leaders  tended to  take  up these a c t i v i t i e s  which 

best f i t t e d  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  p e rs p e c t iv e s .  While  Lopes and 

others  from his  group were respons ib le  f o r  the a d m in is t r a t io n  

and b u re a u c ra t ic  aspects o f  the union, plus the w e l f a r e  

s e rv ic e s  t h a t  i t  continued to  o f f e r ,  Wagner, Wanderlei and 

others  congregated in the "Department o f  P o l i t i c a l  Education  

of A c t i v i s t s " ,  as wel l  as c a r r i e d  out the d a i l y  " a g i t - p r o p "  

a t  the companies’ ga tes ,  d i s t r i b u t i n g  union b u l l e t i n s  and 

t a l k i n g  w i th  the rank and f i l e .  The problem w i th  t h i s  loose  

s t r u c t u r e  was t h a t ,  as p o l i t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  grew, union 

d i r e c t o r s  used the d i f f e r e n t  departments as " p o l i t i c a l
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machines" to  put through t h e i r  own message and gain support  

and re c o g n i t io n  from the  s h o p - f lo o r .  Although the  union  

continued to  en joy high p r e s t ig e  among the rank and f i l e ,  

t h i s  type of  procedure tended to d isperse and atomise th e  

u n io n ’ s p o l i c i e s ,  weakening the u n i ty  o f  the lead ers  even 

f u r t h e r .

3 . 3 .  Economic Demands, Wage Claims and S t r i k e s

As f a r  as wage c la im s and economic demands are  

concerned, the whole per io d  under a n a ly s is  here was marked by 

th e  rampant i n f l a t i o n  and the  at tempts made by workers to  

achieve some form o f  wage read justm ent .  Before e n te r in g  in t o  

th e  su b je c t  of  t h i s  s u b -s e c t io n ,  some observa t ions  should be 

made f o r  those not f a m i l i a r  w i th  B r a z i 1 ’ s economic s i t u a t i o n .  

Any discussion on s t r i k e s  and wage increases in  B r a z i l ,  

s p e c i a l l y  during t h i s  p e r io d ,  is  bound to  touch on a s e r ie s  

o f  very complicated issues ( 3 4 ) .  This is  not on ly  due to  

the  f a c t  t h a t  between 1979 and 1989 a s e r ie s  o f  new wage laws 

were passed, but most im p o r ta n t ly ,  because B r a z i l  underwent  

fo u r  " s t a b i l i s a t i o n  programmes" between 1986 and 1989 which 

deeply a f f e c t e d  th e  c o u n t r y ’ s economy. The fo u r  programmes 

were: 1) the Cruzado Plan o f  February 1986, 2) the  Cruzado I I

34. An overview o f  the  s t r i k e s  in the period 1984-1990,  is  
given in -taoppendix . S ince the th e s is  is  about the  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  union and the s tee lw o rk e rs  from the  
N at iona l  S tee l  Company, the  t a b le  r e fe rs  e x c lu s i v e l y  to  
s t r i k e s  among t h i s  group o f  workers .  This  can be j u s t i f i e d  on 
two grounds. Not on ly  were these  s t r i k e s  the most s i g n i f i c a n t  
and long l a s t i n g ,  but t h i s  group o f  workers c o n s t i t u t e  the  
most im portant  base o f  the  Metal w orkers ’ Union.
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of  August 1986, 3)  the Bresser Plan of June 1987 named a f t e r  

the M i n i s t e r  who led the  plan and 4 )  the  Summer Plan o f  

January 1989.

The second h a l f  o f  the  1980s in B r a z i l  was marked by 

cycles  o f  u n c o n tro l le d  i n f l a t i o n  w ith  cyc les  of p r ic e  and 

wage f re e z e s  ( 3 5 ) .  On the whole, l i v i n g  standards dropped 

sharp ly  and the debt c r i s i s  showed no sign o f  coming to  an 

end. Although secto rs  o f  organised labour were a t  va r io us  

times ab le  to  e x t r a c t  some le v e l  o f  wage recovery ,  t h i s  was 

not the norm. In  g e n e ra l ,  as high i n f l a t i o n  ra te s  have tended  

to  become chronic  in  the economy, reaching the dimensions o f  

h y p e r - i n f l a t i o n , any wage increase  was immediately  c a n c e l le d  

out by the i n f l a t i o n a r y  s p i r a l  ( 3 6 ) .

The B r a z i l i a n  workers,  t h e r e f o r e ,  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  l o s t  out  

in  wages during the 1980s, de sp i te  the b i r t h  o f  "new 

unionism" and the increase  in  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  The r e c u r r e n t  

cycles  o f  " s p i r a l l i n g  i n f l a t i o n " ,  fo l low e d  by government and 

the omission o f  c e r t a i n  p r ic e  r is e s  from the consumer p r ic e

35. For f i g u r e s  on I n f l a t i o n  Rates during t h i s  p e r io d ,  see 
Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 o f  t h i s  th e s is .

36. One im portant  aspect is  t h a t  the wage-adjustment laws o f  
the per iod  used the  government’ s index of  consumer p r ic e  
i n f l a t i o n ,  which was u s u a l ly  determined by the o f f i c i a l  
s t a t i s t i c a l  body. However, the index and the  methods o f  
c a l c u l a t i o n  have been changed severa l  times according to  
o f f i c i a l  i n t e r e s t s  in p la y in g  down c e r t a i n  p r ic e  in cre as e s .  
As a r e s u l t ,  organised labour dec lared  t h i s  index was not  
t ru s tw o r th y  and pushed in c r e a s in g ly  f o r  the index produced by 
DIEESE ( th e  Index o f  the  Cost of  L iv in g  -  ICV) to  serve as 
n e g o t ia t in g  ground f o r  wage re a d ju s tm e n ts . Based on t h i s  
discrepancy,  te c h n ic a l  cadres from DIEESE produce b u l l e t i n s  
which show the le v e l  of  rea l  wage losses.  For more d e t a i l s  on 
t h i s  see "Perdas S a l a r i a i s  dos Trabalhadores em V o l t a  
Redonda, Barra  Mansa e Resende em 1986". DIEESE, Sub-Secao 
V o l ta  Redonda.
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index,  r e s u l te d  in d e f i n i t e  f a l l  of  rea l  wages. Th is  brought  

high l e v e l s  o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  and a combative mood to  Wage 

Campaign P er iods ,  when the  t im e came f o r  workers t o  t r y  to  

win back some le v e l  o f  purchasing power. As w i l l  be shown, 

however, in  accordance w i th  the  p o l i t i c a l  goal o f  the  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement to  expand p o l i t i c a l  and o r g a n is a t io n a l  

ga ins ,  w o rk e rs ’ m o b i l i s a t io n  a lso  took p lace o u ts id e  the  Wage 

Campaign P er iods .

The 1985 Wage Campaign a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company 

s t a r t e d  in  A p r i l  o f  t h a t  year around the issue o f  a t h r e e -  

monthly read justm ent  o f  wages and an increase  o f  115% over  

the  INPC. The campaign ended in  June w ith  the s ig n in g  o f  the

"Annual Work Agreement" between the Metalworkers Union and

N at io na l  S tee l  Company. As we have seen, the wage law o f  t h i s  

period  provided f o r  an ad justment every s ix  months, according  

to  d i f f e r e n t  wage groups, and f o r  increases to  be based on 

n e g o t ia t io n s  over p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e ls .  But d e s p i te  these

r e s t r i c t i o n s , the 1985 Agreement between the company and the  

union guaranteed wage readjustments based on the complete  

INPC index, to  a l l  workers .  A 3% p r o d u c t i v i t y  bonus was

granted on top o f  t h i s  wage read justment ( 3 7 ) .

In  the  1985 C o n tra c t  the  union a lso  re in fo rc e d  im portant  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  c lauses a l re a d y  accepted by management a f t e r  

the 1984 s t r i k e ,  but which ne ver the less  needed to  be 

strengthened a t  every  o p p o r tu n i t y .  They were the  acceptance  

o f  the u n io n ’ s presence in  the  p la n t  and the e x is te n c e  o f  a

37. Source: 1985 Annual Work Agreement. Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union
o f  V o l ta  Redonda.
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u n io n ’ s n o t ic e -b o a rd  on the s h o p - f lo o r .

Two f u r t h e r  outcomes o f  the 1985 Agreement are  a lso  

worth ment ion ing.  The f i r s t  was the c r e a t io n  o f  a committee,  

made up o f  two members from management and two union 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , which would study the  CIPA norms over a 

per iod  o f  90 days and propose ways o f  improving s a fe ty  

c o n d i t io n s  in the p l a n t .  The second was another  committee,  

composed in the same way, to  study and propose ways of  

implementing o f f i c i a l  s h o p - f lo o r  re p re s e n ta t io n  in  the  p l a n t ,  

through the r o le  o f  "union delegates" ( 3 8 ) .

The 1985 Annual C o n tra c t  a lso touched on issues d i r e c t l y  

r e la t e d  to  the s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s ,  such as d is c re p a n c ies  

between job  t i t l e  and ac tua l  job and the  "same job/same  

wage" p r i n c i p l e  which have been discussed in  S ec t ion  Two of

t h i s  ch ap te r .  At the same t im e ,  the Work C o n tra c t  t r i e d  to

s e t  t i g h t e r  l i m i t s  on l e v e ls  o f  e x p l o i t a t i o n  in the  p l a n t .  

For example, Clause Eleven s t ip u la t e d  t h a t  i f  a worker did  

some form o f  job  s u b s t i t u t i o n  fo r  more than one y ear ,  he

would be guaranteed promotion in his  jo b .  And Clause 13 of  

the  Protocol o b l ig a te d  the  company to  b u i l t ,  in  a s i x  month 

p e r io d ,  a s p e c i a l l y  designed r e s t  room f o r  the workers in the  

c o k e -b a t te r y  ovens who, because of the na tu re  o f  t h e i r  work, 

needed sp e c ia l  r e s t - b r e a k s .

Another im po rta n t  event in 1985 was the  December

38. Source: A d m in i s t r a t i v e  P ro toco l ,  June 24, 1987, items
number 11 and 12. Together  w i th  the Annual Work C o n tra c t ,  the  
union and managers a ls o  signed an a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  p r o to c o l ,  to  
co nta in  the  d e t a i l e d  issues a l rea dy  guaranteed in the  Annual 
Work C o n tra c t .  In  terms o f  leg a l  s ta tu s ,  an A d m in is t r a t iv e  
Protocol is  as v a l i d  as the Annual Work C o n t ra c t .  Source: 
Metal workers ’ Union.
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n a t io n a l  s t r i k e  organised by employees o f  state-owned  

companies to  p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  government decrees l i m i t i n g  or  

even a b o l is h in g  c e r t a i n  f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s ,  and a g a in s t  

proposals to  p r i v a t i s e  many o f  the state-owned companies. The 

s t r i k e  la s te d  one day and took place w i th o u t  many c lashes  

w ith  management. I t  might be suggested t h a t  th e  success of  

the  p r o t e s t  a t  the N a t iona l  Stee l  Company was r e l a t e d  to  the  

f a c t  t h a t ,  on t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  issue, workers and managers 

shared common i n t e r e s t s .  Both groups wanted the  s u r v iv a l  of  

the state-owned companies, as wel l  as the  maintenance of  

e x i s t i n g  f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s .

F i n a l l y ,  on the n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  the development o f  the  

d e m o c ra t is a t io n  process meant t h a t  B r a z i l i a n s  were ab le  to  

vote  in November f o r  lo c a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  in t h e i r  towns. In  

Rio de J a n e i ro  19 d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  ran candidates  

and the  PDT came f i r s t  w i th  40% o f  the  vo tes .  Th is  p a t te rn  

was repeated in  V o l ta  Redonda. The mayor, Mario C l in g e r  from 

the  PDT P a r ty ,  won 37% o f  the votes .  The W orkers’ P ar ty  did  

very  badly  in these lo c a l  e l e c t i o n s ,  ending in  n in th  place  

(3 9 )  .

The annual i n f l a t i o n  r a te  by the end o f  1985 had reached 

i t s  h ighes t  l e v e ls  in B r a z i l i a n  h i s t o r y ,  over 200 pe rc en t ,  

and had dashed any e x p e c ta t io n  t h a t  Sarney’ s government would 

br ing  the i n f l a t i o n a r y  s p i r a l  under c o n tro l  ( 4 0 ) .  When, in 

1986, the January and February monthly i n f l a t i o n  ra te s

39. Source: Primary Data C o l le c te d  a t  the Regional E le c to r a l  
T r ib u n a l  o f  the  S ta te  o f  Rio de J a n e i ro .

40. Source: "Variagao Anual da In f l a c a o  e do Sa la 'r io  MiViimo 
1940-1989" in  Que B ra s i l  e E ste? . IUPERJ 1990.
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reached 16.3% and 14.4% r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  the  government 

announced a d ram at ic  s t a b i l i s a t i o n  plan c a l l e d  the Cruzado 

PI an ( 4 1 ) .

For the  government, a successful  w age-f reeze  was 

dependent on support  from CUT and CGT ( 4 2 ) .  Although the  

CGT came out  in  favour  o f  the Cruzado P lan ,  CUT remained 

c r i t i c a l .  While  most workers b e n e f i te d  from the  Cruzado Plan 

in i t s  f i r s t  months, the increased shortages and black  

markets which arose out o f  the p r ic e  c o n tro l  p o l ic y  eroded 

again t h e i r  purchasing power and a new s t r i k e  wave emerged in  

the country  (43 ) .

By August 1986 i n f l a t i o n  had once again re tu rn ed ,  and 

the government made a g re a t  e f f o r t  to  dampen i t  down before  

the November e l e c t i o n s .  These were c r u c ia l  e le c t i o n s  f o r  

s t a te  governors and depu t ies  as w e l l  as f e d e r a l  deput ies  and

41. Among o th e r  measures, the  Cruzado Plan crea ted  a new 
co in ,  the  cruzado,  to  rep lace  the c r u z e i r o ,  which was de
valued 1.000%, f r o z e  wages and p r ic e s  o v e r n ig h t .

42. The Cruzado Plan changed the  government’ s wage p o l ic y  ye t  
again .  Since p r ic e s  and wages were o f f i c i a l l y  f r o z e n ,  
p r o te c t io n  a g a in s t  i n f l a t i o n  was given by a type o f  s l i d i n g  
sca le  l o c a l l y  c a l l e d  a " t r i g g e r "  which was to  rep lace  the s ix  
monthly wage read jus tm e nts .  Moreover, a new consumer p r ic e  
index was e s t a b l i s h e d  -  the IPC ( I n d i c e  Nacional de Precos)  
was to  serve as the  basis  f o r  wage readjustments f o r  the  
d i f f e r e n t  c a t e g o r i a s . However, the government r e je c te d  any 
compensation f o r  past  i n f l a t i o n ,  and wage readjustments were 
not a l lowed to  exceed 60% o f  the IPC. Government a lso  
i n s t a l l e d  a p o l i c y  o f  " f re e  n e g o t ia t io n s "  between management 
and workers concerning wage in creas es .  For more d e t a i l s  on 
the Cruzado P la n ,  see O l i v e i r a ,  C. " P o l i t i c a  S a l a r i a l  e 
Negociapao C o l e t i v a  no B r a s i l " .  DIEESE. 1989 and Flynn, P. 
"The P o l i t i c s  o f  the  Cruzado P lan" .  T h i rd  World Q u a r t e r l y . 
Vol.  8. 1986.

43. For a d e t a i l e d  d iscussion o f  the s t r i k e s  in  t h i s  per iod  
see M o re ira  A lve s ,  M. "Trade Union in B r a z i l :  A Search For 
Autonomy and O rg a n iz a t io n "  1988a page 67.
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one t h i r d  o f  the  senate .  Th is  group would make up the  

c o u n t ry ’ s " C o n s t i tu e n t  Assembly", respons ib le  f o r  the  

d r a f t i n g  o f  a new C o n s t i t u t i o n .  In  an a t tem pt  to  hold down 

popular  d is c o n te n t ,  government issued another s e r ie s  of  

measures, subsequently  c a l l e d  "Cruzado I I " ,  which among o ther  

th in g s  s e t  new r u le s  f o r  the readjustment o f  wages ( 4 4 ) .

At V o l ta  Redonda, by the  beginning o f  1986 union leaders  

had c l e a r l y  s p l i t  along p a r ty  l in e s .  Although most o f  the  

leaders  had been o f f i c i a l l y  a f f i l i a t e d  to  the Workers’ P a r ty ,  

Juarez and f i v e  o th e r  members of the union e x e c u t iv e  now 

declared  t h a t  they were s p l i t i n g  from the lo ca l  PT and 

j o i n i n g  Leonel B r i z o l a ’ s PDT -  P a r t id o  T r a b a l h i s t a  B r a s i l e i r o

( 4 5 ) .  According to  the ac to rs  in vo lved ,  t h i s  move was 

d i r e c t l y  r e la t e d  to  the  f a c t  t h a t  the Workers’ P ar ty  in  V o l ta  

Redonda was fa c in g  in c re a s in g  s p l i t s  and d ispu tes  between i t s  

many l e f t  wing f a c t i o n s .

44. In  regard to  wages, Decree-Law 2302 o f  12 /12 /198 6  s ta te d  
t h a t  automatic  wage read jus tm ent  should be l i m i t e d  to  the  20% 
le v e l  as b e fo re .  Any i n f l a t i o n  beyond t h i s  c e i l i n g  would be 
c a l l e d  a " r e s id u a l"  which would only  be paid in the next  
event o f  20% i n f l a t i o n .  Th is  re s u l te d  in a f u r t h e r  wage 
squeeze f o r  workers .

45. The P a r t id o  Democratico T r a b a lh is t a  was founded by Leonel 
B r i z o l a  in 1979. B r i z o l a  had come from e x i l e  and wanted to  
rega in  in f lu e n c e  over the  PTB, h is  former P a r ty .  However, 
d isputes  over the  PTB’ s d o c t r in e s  led to  B r i z o l a  c r e a t in g  h is  
own p a r t y .  The c o n s o l id a t io n  o f  the PDT came in the 1982 
e l e c t i o n s ,  when B r i z o l a  ran f o r  governor o f  Rio de Jane i ro  
and won w i th  an o v e r r id e  m a j o r i t y .  According to  B r i z o l a ’ s own 
d e f i n i t i o n ,  he re tu rn ed  from e x i l e  a s o c ia l - d e m o c r a t , 
in f lu e nce d  by the  European and s p e c i a l l y  German s o c i a l -  
democratic  P a r t i e s .  However, h is  s t y l e  o f  p o l i t i c s  draws 
h e a v i ly  on p o p u l is t  p r a c t ic e s  based on d i r e c t  c o n ta c t  between 
h im s e l f  and the e l e c t o r a t e ,  a t  the expense o f  the  b u i ld in g  of  
an organised p o l i t i c a l  p a r t y .  For more d e t a i l s  see D ic io n d r io  
H i s t o r i c o  e P o l i t i c o  do Centro de Pesquisas e Documentapao. 
Fundacao G e t u l io  Vargas. Rio de J a n e i ro ,  1985 and Skidmore,  
T . ,  The P o l i t i c s  o f  M i l i t a r y  Rule 19 64 -194 5 . 1988.
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The 1986 Wage Campaign f o r  the s te e lw o rk ers  a t  the  

N ationa l  S tee l  Company, s t a r t e d  around March and was led by 

the union in  a c l im a te  o f  g re a t  n a t io n a l  e f fe rv e s ce n ce  

brought on th e  February Cruzado Plan. The Wage Campaign ended 

in n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management and the s ign ing  o f  th e  1986 

Annual Work C o n t ra c t .  Among i t s  many c lauses ,  two in nov a t io ns  

are p a r t i c u l a r l y  worth mentioning. One was the in t r o d u c t io n  

of o f f i c i a l  s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t io n s , to  be c a l l e d  "Factory  

Committee", and c o n s t i tu te d  by 14 s h o p - f lo o r  un ion ised  

workers. These r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  were granted p r o t e c t io n  

aga inst  l a y - o f f s ,  f o r  one year from the date o f  t h e i r  

e l e c t i o n .  The second s i g n i f i c a n t  c lause was the company’ s 

acceptance, f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e ,  t h a t  i t  would d is c lo s e  i t s  

Job and Wage C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  Scheme to  the union and workers

(4 6 ) .

Desp ite  the  advances obta ined by the  union in the  1986 

Work C o n tra c t ,  they were not put in to  e f f e c t  because o f  the  

s h i f t  in  manageria l  p o l i c i e s  which fo l low e d  the October  

s t r i k e  in 1986. I t  is  worth no t in g ,  however, t h a t  they  

in d ic a te d  th e  commitment o f  the  union lea de rs h ip  to  ideas  

from the "new unionism movement", such as the c r e a t io n  o f  

s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  and g r e a te r  democracy in  the  

r e l a t i o n s  between managers and workers.

46. Source: A d m in i s t r a t i v e  P ro to c o l ,  items 18 and 19.
Metalworkers Union. 1986. Although t h i s  c lause might not seem 
very s i g n i f i c a n t ,  i t  should be seen a g a in s t  the background o f  
a u t h o r i t a r i a n  e x c lu s io n  o f  workers from any s i g n i f i c a n t  
in fo rm a t io n  about the  company, even in fo rm a t io n  d i r e c t l y  
regarding employees. Furthermore,  as a l rea dy  discussed in  
Section Two o f  t h i s  ch ap te r ,  t h i s  whole issue had been a t  the  
centre  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r .
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As f o r  monetary b e n e f i t s ,  the 1986 Work C o n tra c t  was an 

important  achievement in  face  o f  the  l i m i t s  imposed by 

government. A wage read jus tm ent o f  6.2% was made r e t r o a c t i v e  

to  March 1986, and 100% bonus was introduced f o r  over t im e  and 

a 44% bonus f o r  the  w o rk e rs ’ annual va ca t ion  ( 4 7 ) .

In  October 1986, in a r e -p la y  o f  the December 1985 

n a t io n a l  p r o te s t  s t r i k e ,  the state-owned employees organised  

to  p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  government’ s f u r t h e r  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e i r  

f r i n g e  b e n e f i ts  and a g a in s t  the increased t h r e a t  o f  

p r i v a t i s a t i o n .  At th e  N a t iona l  Stee l  Company, the  adopted 

s t ra te g y  was t h a t  th e  s t r i k e  would occur ou ts ide  company’ s 

premises. Only v i t a l  equipment was to  cont inue working and, 

as in o ther  s t r i k e s ,  on ly  those o f f i c i a l l y  designated by the  

union were to  cont inue  working in s id e  the  p l a n t .  S u r p r is in g ly  

f o r  the union, s te e lw o rk e rs  and p u b l ic  op in ion  in  g e n e ra l ,  

and ag a in s t  a l l  the r h e t o r i c  on d e m o c r a t is a t io n , th e  Sarney 

government c a l l e d  in  the  army to  break the s t r i k e .  As noted 

by 0 1 i vei ra ( 1 9 8 9 :1 2 ) ,  s i  nee i t  was p o l i  t i c a l 1y di f f i  c u l t  f o r  

Sarney to  d e c la re  h im s e l f  ag a in s t  s t r i k e s ,  repeated a t tempts  

were made to  j u s t i f y  th e  repression on the  grounds t h a t  the  

movement was a " p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e "  and th rea tened  law and 

o r d e r .

Although the m i l i t a r y  p o l ic e  had a l re a d y  en te red  the  

Nationa l  S tee l  Company’ s p l a n t  in the 1984 s t r i k e ,  t h i s  was 

the f i r s t  t im e t h a t  the  army had occupied th e  p l a n t .  

According to  d i f f e r e n t  accounts, i t  used f u l l  m i l i t a r y

47. Sources: A d m in i s t r a t i v e  P ro to c o l ,  I tem 1 and 1986 Annual 
Work C ontrac t  c lauses 2 and 4. M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union. 1986.

335



equipment such as machine-guns and ta nks .  In  fa c e  o f  the  

events ,  union leaders  and workers q u ic k ly  announced d e fe a t ,

organised the end of  the p r o t e s t  s t r i k e  and went back to

work.

The n a t io n a l  e le c t i o n s  o f  November 1986 brought a very

important  development in  V o l ta  Redonda. Juarez Antunes, the

u n io n ’ s p re s id e n t ,  who was a cand idate  f o r  Federal  Deputy in

the C o n s t i tu e n t  Assembly, won w ith  a la rge  vote  from the

e le c t o r s  o f  V o l ta  Redonda and neighbouring re g io n .  Juarez

Antunes then went to  l i v e  and work in B r a s i l i a ,  but did not

leave the o f f i c e  o f  p re s id e n t  o f  the  Metal w o rkers ’ Union and

remained a presence in  a l l  the major events which occurred

among the s t e e l  w o rkers . As I  w i l l  show in the next  ch ap te r ,

a lthough many workers voted f o r  Juarez Antunes in t h i s

e l e c t i o n ,  many were not happy w i th  the way the union was

r e l a t i n g  to  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .  Some workers f e l t  manipulated

by the union le a d e r ,  on the grounds t h a t  he had a l l e g e d l y

used h is  p r e s t ig e  w i th  the rank and f i l e  to  launch a

p o l i t i c a l  c a re e r  o u ts id e  V o l t a  Redonda ( 4 8 ) .  Here are  two

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  such views:

"The union was doing very w el l  u n t i l  t h i s  l a s t  campaign 
in which i t  became involved in p o l i t i c s .  They have shown 
( th e  le a d e rs )  t h a t  they are  not th e re  f o r  an i d e a l ,  t h a t  
i s ,  the w o rk in g -c la s s .  They want to  "make themselves"  
p o l i t i c a l l y  (have some l e g i s l a t i v e  or  e x e cu t iv e  jo b )  and

48. I t  might be suggested, based on union records and 
in te r v ie w s ,  t h a t  t h i s  type  o f  t h in k in g  was q u i te  common among 
s te e l  w o rk e rs . In  a union b u l l e t i n  o f  September 1986 f o r  
example, th e r e  is  a one page t e x t  e n t i t l e d :  What purpose does 
a Federal Deputy have?". The t e x t  i s  signed by the  union and 
t r i e s  to  in d ic a t e  the c lo se  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the problems 
workers fa ce  l o c a l l y  and the  n a t io n a l  le v e l  p o l i t i c a l  
s t r u c t u r e .  Source: Union B u l l e t i n ,  number 9, November 29
1986.
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are using the  union f o r  t h i s .  I  d o n ' t  l i k e  t h a t .  I  t h in k  
t h a t  i f  they en tered  the  union they had to  work f o r  the  
c lass  and not use the  union as a springboard f o r  another  
a c t i v i t y .  Look what happened, the union p r e s id e n t  ran 
f o r  deputy and o th e r  o f f i c i a l s  running f o r  o th e r  
p o s ts !" .  ( I n f . 36 ) .

" ( . . . )  There was some q u a r r e l l i n g  w i th  the le a d e rs  a t  
the union because they worked to  help us but a ls o  had 
other  i n t e r e s t s .  P o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s ,  you know? An 
i n t e r e s t  in being e le c te d  deputy, as Juarez d id .  He was 
very in te r e s t e d  in  our cause u n t i l  he got h is  name known 
and was e le c te d .  Makes you lose confidence in th e  union  
( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  4 2 ) .

On the o ther  hand, o th e r  workers applauded J u a r e z ’ s move 

on the grounds t h a t  the  g r e a te r  the number o f  C o n s t i tu e n t  

deputies from a w o rk in g -c la s s  background, the more l i k e l y  

they would be to  defend the i n t e r e s t  of  workers. I  r e t u r n  to  

t h i s  important  issue in  Chapter 7.

By December, as the Cruzado Plan faced mounting problems 

and i n f l a t i o n  began once again to  ea t  away rea l  wages, the  

widespread support  f o r  the  government decreased s h a r p ly .  The 

CUT c a l l e d  f o r  a general  s t r i k e  and even the CGT -  an 

occasional supporter  o f  the  government -  jo in e d  f o r c e s .  I t  

was to  be the second n a t io n a l  s t r i k e  in  the country  s ince  

1964, to  p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  r i s i n g  p r ic e s  and the general  

im m obi l i ty  o f  the  Sarney government.

At V o l t a  Redonda, th e  Metal w orkers ’ Union made a w id e ly  

p u b l ic is e d  c a l l  to  support  the n a t io n a l  s t r i k e .  The town,  

a lready  m obi l ised  by the  recen t  n a t io n a l  e le c t i o n s  and the  

widespread p r o t e s t  v o te ,  s t ro n g ly  responded to  the c a l l .  But 

a few hours a f t e r  the s t r i k e  was declared the army once again  

came to V o l ta  Redonda. As a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  c lash ,  f i v e  union  

leaders were j a i l e d  and l a t e r  re lea sed .  A l l  o f  t h i s  

repression came as a shock to  many workers who thought t h a t
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th ere  could be no j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  th e  government to  throw  

the army a g a in s t  s t r i k i n g  workers.  I t  can be suggested t h a t  

in t h i s  way the government u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y  " p o l i t i c i s e d "  the  

s t r i k e s  a t  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company even f u r t h e r .

Although the  s t r i k e  m obi l ised  many workers in  V o l t a  

Redonda t h i s  general  s t r i k e  o f  December 1986 was thought to  

have been q u i t e  unsuccessful in n a t io n a l  terms. I t  not only  

showed t h a t  th e re  was much to  do in  terms o f  labour  

o r g a n is a t io n ,  but a ls o  unde r l in ed  the ambiguous p o s i t io n  o f  

some rank and f i l e  workers who had not y e t  developed a c l e a r -  

cut c r i t i q u e  o f  the Sarney government, d e s p i te  a l l  the  

problems they fa ced .  According to  Roxborough (1 9 8 9 : 9 5 ) ,  the  

f a i l u r e  o f  the general s t r i k e  produced a r e - t h i n k i n g  among 

the CUT and CGT which now dec lared  t h e i r  w i l l i n g n e s s  to  

discuss a s o c ia l  pact w ith  the government. However, t h i s  

p o s i t io n  was q u ic k ly  rev is ed  by CUT, and t a l k s  between 

government and t h i s  Confed era t ion  broke down in January 1987.

By 1987 th e re  had been major developments a t  the  

Nationa l  S tee l  Company in the  s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l i s a t io n  and 

o rg a n is a t io n  work sought by a group o f  union leaders  and 

a c t i v i s t s .  E n d - o f - s h i f t  meetings in th e  va r io us  product ion  

departments were ta k in g  p lace  on a r e g u la r  bas is ,  and the  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  channel opened up by the  work around the CIPA 

was being used to  i t s  f u l l  e x te n t .  Outside the p l a n t ,  

meetings were a ls o  ta k in g  p lace  a t  the  union h e a d q u a r te rs , as 

well  a t  i t s  o f f i c e  in  R e t i r o ,  which was even more c lo s e r  to  

w o rkers ’ housing d i s t r i c t s .  Although the  company had not  

fo rm a l ly  recognised the  e x is te n c e  o f  s h o p - f lo o r
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r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a c t i v i s t s  had r e l a t i v e  freedom to  c a r r y  out  

t h e i r  m o b i l i s a t io n  p o l i c y  in s id e  the p l a n t .

According to  accounts and union records ,  in  the period  

between the end of  the  May s t r i k e  in 1984 and August 1987, 

th e r e  were 212 shop f l o o r  a c t i v i s t s  a t  the  N a t io n a l  Steel  

Company, enro led  w ith  the  Union ( 4 9 ) .  These workers were 

w i l l i n g  to  e s t a b l i s h  formal l i n k s  w ith  th e  union leade rsh ip  

not only by g iv ing  t h e i r  names, but a ls o  by committ ing  

themselves to  organise  s h o p - f lo o r  meetings and to  work as an 

in te rm e d ia te  type o f  le a d e rs h ip  between the  base and the  

union.

The growth o f  s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l is a t io n  around th e  CIPA 

was an important  ins trum ent  f o r  r a is i n g  w o rk e rs ’ awareness 

and the le v e l  o f  d iscuss ion  about t h e i r  problems, e s p e c i a l l y  

as the CIPA d e a l t  w i th  c r u c i a l  he a l th  and s a f e t y  issues and 

allowed f o r  formal r e p r e s e n t a t i  on on the  shop- f l o o r .  Within 

t h i s  co n te x t  o f  expanded s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l i s a t io n  and 

o r g a n is a t io n ,  the 1987 Wage Campaign Per iod could r e l y  upon 

a h ig h ly  m obi l ised  w o rk fo rc e .  Among the  l i s t  o f  gr ievances  

presented by the union to  management, the main economic 

demands were: the payment o f  a 10% p r o d u c t i v i t y  bonus and a 

rea l  wage increase  o f  120% over and above the  readjustments  

e s ta b l is h e d  by law. O ther  demands inc luded:  jo b  s t a b i l i t y

f o r  a l l  the company’ s employees; and the  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  a l l  

"dangerous and unhealthy  working a re a s " ,  s t a r t i n g  a t  the  

p l a n t ’ s gate and not on ly  those areas p r e v io u s ly  considered

49. Source: " L i s t  o f  A c t i v i s t s  o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union,
from the N a t iona l  S te e l  Company 1983-1987".  Metal w o rk e rs ’ 
Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda.
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as such.

N e g o t ia t io n s  broke down very e a r l y  in the  process, and 

management c a l l e d  f o r  a d iss i 'd io  c o l e t i v o  in the Labour 

C ourt .  In  face  o f  t h i s ,  the  s te e lw orke rs  dec la red  themselves  

on s t r i k e  in  A p r i l  and occupied the p l a n t .  This  was to  be the  

f o u r th  "occupation s t r i k e "  in the company s ince the emergence 

of  "new unionism" in  V o l t a  Redonda. According to  accounts,  i t  

was a s o l i d l y  organised s t r i k e ,  w i th  a developed network o f  

a c t i v i s t s  and union s u p p o r te rs .

The s t r i k e  la s te d  f i v e  days. Management made no at tem pts  

to  repress i t ,  and e v e n t u a l ly  conceded a f u l l  read justment  in  

accordance w ith  the i n f l a t i o n  based index plus a 10% increase  

in  wages, even be fore  the  r u l in g  o f  the Labour C ourt .  This  

was thought to  be one o f  the best wage s e t t le m e n ts  in  the  

country  during the per io d  ( 5 0 ) .  Union leaders  and workers  

e x p la in e d  t h i s  success by the  le v e l  o f  o r g a n is a t io n  and 

m o b i l i s a t io n  in the p l a n t  a t  the t im e.

At n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  as a r e s u l t  o f  in c re as in g  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  and boycotts  by some i n d u s t r i a l  q u a r te rs  and the  

r e tu rn  o f  i n f l a t i o n ,  S arney ’ s government d ec la red  ye t  

another  plan -  Plano Bresser -  in June 1987. By then  

i n f l a t i o n  had re tu rned  s t e a d i l y  and the "wage t r i g g e r "  had

50. The s te e lw o rk e rs  Annual Wage Agreement was considered by 
a d v is e rs  from DIEESE to  be "the best" wage s e t t le m e n t  in  the  
country  in  the p e r io d .  The 10% increase over the INPC, was 
b e t t e r  than the 5% ob ta ined  by the Metal workers ’ o f  Sao 
Bernardo do Campo or the  5% and 7% increase obta ined by the  
M etalworkers  from Angra dos R eis .  Source: "Eva lua t ion  o f  the  
1987 Annual Wage Campaign". DIEESE/ V o l ta  Redonda. 1987 page 
3.
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become a monthly measure ( 5 1 ) .  The Bresser Plan f r o z e  

wages and p r ic e s  f o r  90 days a f t e r  which wages were to  be

adjusted  monthly by a new index, the URP (Unidade de

R efe renc ia  Padrao).

Among the many c r i t i c i s m  made by organised labour o f  the  

Bresser p lan ,  one o f  the s t ro nge s t  was t h a t  i t  had 

"disappeared" w ith  26.06% o f  i n f l a t i o n  when the consumer 

p r ic e  index was changed. "Reposit ion  o f  the 26.06%" became a 

n a t io na l  banner f o r  a l l  c a te g o r ia s  o f  workers u n t i l  managers 

and even some Labour Courts f i n a l l y  accepted i t  in 1988.

However, d e s p i te  the labour m o b i l i s a t io n ,  rea l  wages 

dropped sh arp ly  and the economy moved in to  recess ion.  The CUT 

and CGT responded by c a l l i n g  f o r  another general s t r i k e  in

August 1987, but d e s p i te  some m o b i l is a t io n  in  Sao Paulo,  the

ABC i n d u s t r i a l  reg ion ,  and in  V o l ta  Redonda, i t  was a f a i l u r e  

in na t io n a l  terms. At V o l ta  Redonda, the one day n a t io n a l  

s t r i k e  stopped production a t  the Nat iona l  Stee l  Company, 

where only v i t a l  equipment was kept working. Considering the  

events which had taken p lace  in December 1986, the union t h i s  

time c a l l e d  f o r  the s te e lw o rk ers  to  s tay  in s id e  the  p l a n t  

gates and not to  a l lo w  any s o r t  o f  p rovoca t ion .

Although the union o f f i c i a l s  continued to  have high  

p re s t ig e  amongst the rank and f i l e ,  the response by some 

workers to  t h i s  n a t io n a l  s t r i k e  was not as fa v o u ra b le  as in  

the case o f  the previous s t r i k e s .  As I  w i l l  show in Chapter

51. Despite  the Cruzado Plan the annual r a te  o f  i n f l a t i o n  in  
1986 had been 65% and the monthly r a te  had reached two and 
th re e  d i g i t s  in  the e a r l y  p a r t  o f  1987. Source: Que B r a s i l  e" 
Este?. IUPERJ 1990 pages 40 -4 1 .
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7, some workers quest ioned the "opportun i ty"  and " j u s t i c e ” o f

the union in  le a d in g  a s t r i k e  which some workers regarded as

" p o l i t i c a l " .  Faced w i th  the re luc tan ce  o f  some s te e l  w o rkers ,

the s t r i k e r s  used th e  method which they c a l l  "a r r a s t a o " .

which is  a mobile  p i c k e t  l i n e .  Although most o f  the workers

in te rv iew ed  regard the  "a rras tao"  as a l e g i t i m a t e  p r a c t i c e ,

some opposing views regard i t  as a n t i -d e m o c r a t ic  and

in d e f e n s ib le .  Th is  issue would deepen some o f  the d i f f e r e n c e s

between and among s te e lw o rke rs  and union le a d e rs .  As i t  was

becoming the  norm on these occasions, the  army was c a l l e d  in

to  the s t e e l  p l a n t  y e t  again .  U n l ik e  in December 1986,

however, when the  army adopted a low p r o f i l e  and th e  rank and

f i l e  workers were u n w i l l i n g  to  clash w i th  i t ,  a c o n f r o n ta t io n

of  l im i t e d  p ro p o r t io n s  took p lace .  According to  a union

leader  who w itnessed the  events:

"By t h i s  t im e the  workers had seen the army in s id e  
the p l a n t  t h r e e  t imes in a row and they l o s t  a b i t  
of  t h e i r  f e a r .  At one p o in t  the army decided to  
expel the  workers from the p la n t  a t  any c o s t .  The 
s o ld ie r s  were c a r r y in g  bayonets and a exchange o f  
i n s u l t s  s t a r t e d  between both p a r t i e s .  This  
developed i n t o  phys ica l  a s s a u l ts .  There were around 
800 workers in  the  open p a t io ,  beside the ra i lw a y  
l i n e ,  p lus around 3 ,000 running around the  p la n t  
to  stop p ro d u c t io n .  ( . . . ) .  As the aggression began, 
the workers on the  p a t io  reached out  f o r  the  rocks 
t h a t  l i e  besides the ra i lw a y  l i n e .  The workers  
s t a r t e d  th row ing rocks a t  the s o l d i e r s  and we, the  
union le a d e rs ,  s t a r t e d  shouting a t  them to  stop.  
However, by t h i s  t ime th ere  were around 4 ,0 00  
workers in vo lved  and t h a t  is  impossib le  to  c o n t r o l .
I t  was the  army’ s f a u l t  f o r  i t  should never have 
provoked th e  workers ,  they should have given the  
example o f  o r d e r .  Immediately a f t e r  t h i s ,  4 leaders  
and 10 a c t i v i s t s  were j a i l e d  but l a t e r  re lea sed .
The s t r i k e  was c a l l e d  o f f ,  a few hours a f t e r  i t  had 
s t a r t e d " .  (V e ig a  and Fonseca 1 9 9 0 :7 1 ) .

The f o l l o w i n g  days marked a tu rn in g  p o in t  in  r e l a t i o n s  

between union le a d e rs ,  s tee lw o rkers  and company management.
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Most probably  as a r e s u l t  of  pressure from top government 

o f f i c i a l s  and the  g r a v i t y  o f  the c lashes between s o l d i e r s  and 

workers, company management l a i d - o f f  a l l  the union leaders  

who s t i l l  worked in the p la n t ,  many CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and 

ord in a ry  workers.  In  a l l ,  58 employees were d ismissed, 22 o f  

them were e i t h e r  union o f f i c i a l s  or CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . 

Under the CLT Law, union leaders  have immunity a g a in s t  l a y 

o f f  during the  t ime when they are  union r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and 

f o r  one year a f t e r  t h e i r  mandate ends. However, t h e r e  is  a 

procedure which a l low s f o r  the  l a y - o f f  o f  a le a d e r ,  in 

s i t u a t i o n s  where i t  is  a l leg e d  t h a t  the  union o f f i c i a l  has 

acted c r i m i n a l l y  or subverted d i s c i p l i n e .  The c lash between 

the workers and the army was in t e r p r e t e d  by the  company as a 

" in c i te m e n t  to  d i s o r d e r " . The law f u r t h e r  s t a t e s  t h a t  the  

dismissal  o f  a union o f f i c i a l  can be p r o v i s i o n a l l y  ordered by 

the company, su b je c t  to  r e c t i f i c a t i o n  by the Labour Court  

a f t e r  a " le g a l  in v e s t ig a t io n "  in to  the company’ s dec is ion

(52)  .

52. The O f f i c i a l  Note from the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company on the  
dismissal  o f  workers which fo l low ed  the  s t r i k e  reads:

"As a r e s u l t  o f  the acts  committed by a group of  
employees, led by members o f  the M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union on 
August 19 and 20, when the p l a n t  was invaded, workers  
and foremen a t tac k ed  and equipment damaged, the  
company’ s a d m in is t ra t io n  has immediately  s t a r t e d  an 
" a d m in is t r a t i v e  in q u iry "  f o r  the  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  those  
re s p o n s ib le .  I t  is  seeking the defense and p r o t e c t io n  o f  
i t s  employees, the p re s e rv a t io n  o f  the company’ s assets  
and i n t e r n a l  d i s c i p l i n e  in the p l a n t .  A leg a l  in q u i r y  
has began f o r  the d ismissal  o f  those who, as a r e s u l t  o f  
s t a b i l i t y ,  cannot be l a i d  o f f ,  t h i s  is  the  case o f  the  
union o f f i c i a l s  and some Cipa r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . At the  
same t im e ,  as a l lowed by law, these people have been 
t e m p o r a r i ly  l a i d  o f f ,  u n t i l  the c o ur t  d e c is io n  takes  
p la ce .  Moreover, the o ther  employees who have been 
i d e n t i f i e d  as having taken p a r t  in  the events were l a i d
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The August 1987 events marked the  end o f  the company’ s 

"dem ocra t ic“ r h e t o r i c .  They were fo l lo w e d  by f u r t h e r  

re p re s s iv e  procedures, such as the  c lo s in g  down o f  a l l  

b i p a r t i t e  commissions and the annulment o f  a l l  the  

" o rg a n is a t io n a l  clauses" guaranteed by past Annual Work 

C ontrac ts  and A d m in is t r a t iv e  p ro to c o ls .  The r i g h t  o f  e n t r y  of  

union le a d e rs ,  d iscussions on s h o p - f lo o r  and the o rg a n is a t io n  

of  f a c t o r y  committees were suspended, and a per iod  o f  d i r e c t  

repress io n  and p o l i t i c a l  p e rsecu t ion  in s id e  the p l a n t  was 

i na ugura ted .

Those who stayed in  the  p la n t  and had any commitment to  

m i l i t a n t  a c t i v i t y ,  saw t h e i r  ac t io n s  c o n s t ra in e d ,  w i th  the  

t h r e a t  o f  dismissal  hanging over t h e i r  heads. As w i l l  be 

shown in  d e t a i l  in Chapter 6, the o rd in a ry  workers de f ined  

t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  as one o f  g re a t  " r e p r e s s io n " , and f o r  some 

l i f e  in s id e  the  p la n t  became unbearable .

3 . 4 .  The 1986 E le c t io n s  in  th e  M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union

E le c t io n s  f o r  the e x e c u t iv e  board o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ 

Union ta k e  place every th re e  years .  As shown in Chapter 4,  

although the "Union O ppos it ion  Group" was organised in  1979 

and ran f o r  o f f i c e  in 1980, the  le a d e rs h ip  change o n ly  took

o f f  as " ju s t  cause" ( . . . ) .  The company would l i k e  to  
c l a r i f y  t h a t  i t  w i l l  seek a l l  the s u p e r io r  instances of  
the  J u d ic ia l  Power f o r  the maintenance o f  i t s  i n i t i a l  
d e c is io n ,  t h a t  i s ,  the  d ism issa l  o f  those respons ib le  
f o r  the ev e n ts ."  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. The 
A d m in is t r a t io n .  October 28 1987.
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place a f t e r  the 1983 e l e c t i o n s ,  ending fo u r  consecutive  terms 

of  o f f i c e  f o r  b u re a u c ra t ic  union le a d e rs .

According to  the s t a t u t e s ,  Ju ly  1986 was the de a d l ine  

f o r  the ho lding o f  new union e l e c t i o n s .  The union leaders  

were having to  prepare f o r  t h e i r  f i r s t  ch a l lenge  a t  the  

b a l l o t  box. As the s p l i t s  between the union ex e cu t iv e  and the  

"New Union Opposit ion" had continued to  grow and accen tua te ,  

the "New Union Oppos it ion  Group" saw the e le c t i o n s  as a 

chance to  cha l lenge  J u a r e z ’ s le a d e rs h ip  and to  t e s t  the  

e x te n t  o f  t h e i r  support .

Three s la t e s  appeared f o r  the union e l e c t i o n s .  S la te  One 

was made up o f  the e x e c u t iv e  board in o f f i c e  a t  the t im e .  

Although the e x e c u t iv e  had s p l i t  e a r l i e r  in the  year on the  

quest ion of  p a r ty  a f f i l i a t i o n  and a lthough d i f f e r e n c e s  were 

sharpening between the  two groups, t h i s  d id  not develop in to  

a p o l i t i c a l  s p l i t  in s id e  the union. The union leaders  in  

power remained to g e th e r  and formed S la t e  One, w ith  Juarez  

Antunes once again ca nd ida te  f o r  union D i r e c t o r .  S la te  Two 

was made up by the "New Union Opposit ion  Group", who were
A

l a b e l l e d  as "Convergencia S o c i a l i s t a ". F i n a l l y ,  S la te  Three  

consisted o f  a group o f  o ld e r  workers who had contested the  

1980 and 1983 union e l e c t i o n s .  This s l a t e  was led by J a i r ,  

whom many i d e n t i f i e d  as in vo lv ed  w ith  management’ s i n t e r e s t s .

The r e s u l t  o f  the  union e l e c t i o n  was a resounding  

v i c t o r y  f o r  Juarez Antunes’ s l a t e  which obta ined 86% o f  the  

w o rkers ’ vo tes .  According to  accounts, t h i s  not on ly  gave the  

union leaders  in  power a re a l  sense o f  l e g i t im a c y  but a ls o  

showed the i s o l a t i o n  o f  the  S la t e  Two -  the "New Opposit ion
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Group" -  who gained as l i t t l e  as 6% o f  th e  vo tes .  The support  

f o r  S la te  Three was a ls o  very  sm al l ,  w i th  Q% o f  the  votes

(53 )  .

According to  v a r io u s  accounts, t h i s  v i c t o r y  gave the  

union leaders  the support  they had been w a i t in g  f o r  to  press  

harder f o r  changes in the  union w h i le  cont inu in g  w i th  the  

work o f  s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  and m o b i l i s a t io n .  However, 

with  the end of  the  company’ s democratic  p o l i c y ,  union 

leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  faced in creas ing  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  

developing a new mode o f  union government.

Although the la rg e  m a j o r i t y  vote f o r  the "new u n io n is t"  

lead ers h ip  can be i n t e r p r e t e d  as a sign o f  i t s  le g i t im a c y  

among the rank and f i l e ,  the  small number o f  votes f o r  the  

competing s l a t e s  may a ls o  express c o n s t r a in t s  upon the  

democratic  t o le r a n c e  o f  o p p o s i t io n s .  I f  "closeness of

e le c t io n s "  is  taken as one in d i c a t o r  o f  union democracy, as

discussed in the In t r o d u c t i o n ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  suggest t h a t  

the oppo s i t io n  was very  weak and in no p o s i t io n  to  in f lu e n c e  

union p o l i c i e s .  I t  can be f u r t h e r  suggested, as a l rea d y  

ra ised  in s e c t io n  3.1 in  t h i s  ch apter ,  in the event o f

expuls ion  o f  an opposing group from the e x e c u t iv e ,  t h a t  the  

almost m onopo l is t ic  type  o f  power ex er ted  by the  "new

u n io n is t"  leaders  undermined t h e i r  d iscourse o f  a more 

democratic  union a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .

53. Source: "The E le c t io n  R es u l ts " .  Union b u l l e t i n .
Metal w o rke rs ’ Union. J u ly  1986.
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4. Conclusion

This  chapter  has examined th e  major p o l i t i c a l  

developments regard ing  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t iv is m  and the  

o r i e n t a t i o n s  o f  the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union in the per io d  1985-

1987. In  accordance w ith  the a n a l y t i c a l  framework proposed by 

the labour process th e o ry ,  these developments were analysed  

in r e l a t i o n  to  the company’ s managerial p o l i c i e s  regard ing  

the workforce and the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  labour .  S t i l l  w i t h in  

t h i s  framework, the developments in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  -  i e ,  

the process o f  f u r t h e r  dem ocra t isa t ion  and the economic r o le  

of the state -owned s te e l  p la n t  in the economy -  where brought  

in to  help  e x p la in  the type o f  developments in the  p e r io d .

I t  was in d ic a te d  t h a t  company’ s o r i e n t a t i o n  made an 

important  s h i f t  in the pe r iod ,  to  inaugurate  p o l i c i e s  o f  a 

more democrat ic  and consensual nature towards i t s  w o rk force .  

The company g e n e r a l ly  re fe re d  to t h i s  as the "humanisation o f  

the p l a n t " .  The democratic  ch a ra c te r  o f  the p o l i c y  was 

demonstrated in  the acceptance o f  union a c t iv is m  in s id e  the  

company and on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  and in the honouring o f  the  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  c lauses achieved by the  union in  th e  1984 

Agreement, a f t e r  the s t r i k e .  The company a lso  sought out  

other  p o l i c i e s  o f  a more consensual and p a r t i c i p a t o r y  n a tu re .  

Thus, i t  a t tempted to  share the design o f  some p o l i c i e s  w i th  

s tee l  w o rk e rs , e s p e c i a l l y  on issues o f  d i r e c t  concern to  them 

such as h e a l th  and s a f e t y .  Perhaps the best i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  

t h i s  de m o c ra t is a t io n  process was the r e - o r g a n is a t i o n  o f  the  

I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  Department and the  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  a
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more e f f e c t i v e  p o l ic y  o f  d ia log ue  w ith  workers ,  through the  

sending of  " i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  an a lys ts"  on to  the shop- 

f l o o r .

At the same t ime t h a t  the  company was implementing a 

more democrat ic  p o l ic y  towards i t s  w o rk force ,  i t  was a lso  

seeking to  improve product q u a l i t y  and p r o d u c t i v i t y  le v e ls .  

The chapter  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t ressed  two im portan t  moves in t h i s  

d i r e c t i o n .  One was the  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  the Planning  

Department, w i th  the in t r o d u c t io n  of ergonomic s tu d ie s  and 

g r e a te r  c o n tro l  over workloads. The o th e r  was the  

in t ro d u c t io n  o f  p o l i c i e s  s t r i v i n g  fo r  g r e a t e r  f l e x i b i l i t y  in 

product ion .  Having c rea ted  in  the 1979-1984 per iod  a dual 

type of  labour market , w i th  core and non-core workers (see 

Chapter 4 ) ,  the  company implemented f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  in 

r e l a t i o n  to  i t s  core workers: the op e ra to rs  and the

maintenance workers.  Work groups and f u n c t io n a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  

were the two most im portant  innovat ions  o f  the  p e r io d .

By b r in g in g  in the  c o n t r ib u t io n s  o f  authors who have 

stud ied  process in d u s t r i e s  and job  redesign such as Borges 

(1983)  and K e l ly  (1 9 8 2 ) ,  i t  was suggested t h a t  these p o l i c i e s  

recurred  in o ther  process in d u s t r i e s .  For these authors ,  

f l e x i b i l i t y  and job  redesign are  r e la t e d  to  a t tem pts  to  r a is e  

p r o d u c t i v i t y  by in creas ing  the  involvement o f  core workers in  

the product ion  process. As th e r e  are high le v e l s  o f  v a r i a t i o n  

and u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  in  the  product ion  process o f  process  

in d u s t r i e s ,  management is  dependent on core w o rkers ’ 

w i l l in g n e s s  to  in te rv e n e  to  c o r r e c t  the course o f  product ion .  

Work groups can c o n t r ib u t e  in  improving p r o d u c t i v i t y  le v e ls
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not on ly  because workloads are  more e q u i t a b l y  shared, but 

a ls o  because process in d u s t r ie s  are h ig h ly  dependent on 

a c t i v i t i e s  o f  cooperat ion and i n t e g r a t i o n  between workers in  

a s t i l l  semi-continuous type o f  product ion  process.

One o f  the main arguments developed in  the  chapter  was 

t h a t  company p o l i c i e s  on f l e x i b i l i t y  c re a te d  or  accentuated  

some s i g n i f i c a n t  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s .  As the number o f  job  

t i t l e s  tended to  decrease and jo b  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  tended to  

grow, a discrepancy developed between th e  job  performed by a 

worker and the t i t l e  en tered  on h is  w o rk -card .  Functional  

f l e x i b i l i t y  and work groups a ls o  produced c o n f l i c t s  around 

the gr ievances over job  advancement and the “same job/same  

wage" p r i n c i p l e ,  as workers compared t h e i r  jo bs  and wages 

w ith  those o f  o ther  workers.

Since the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union in  t h i s  per iod  was 

s t r o n g ly  rooted on the s h o p - f lo o r  and had expanded the lev e l  

o f  o r g a n is a t io n  and m o b i l i s a t i o n ,  the s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  

mentioned above were o r g a n i c a l l y  tu rned  in t o  s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c s .  This  took p lace not only through the u n io n ’ s 

coherent  and a s s e r t iv e  p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  demands to  the company 

on these  problems in the Annual C o n tra c t  Agenda, but a lso  

through the in nova t ive  use o f  two o th e r  channels opened to  

workers by the CLT Law.

The f i r s t  type o f  in n o v a t iv e  a c t iv is m  which took a 

s t ro n g e r  form a f t e r  1986, consis ted  o f  the  p o l i t i c i s a t i o n  of  

the CIPA, through the e l e c t i o n  "new u n io n is t "  a c t i v i s t s  as 

CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . The second type o f  in n o v a t iv e  a c t iv is m  

was the  support given by the  union f o r  s te e lw o rk e rs  to  make
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use o f  t h e  Labour  C o u r t ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  company.

During the per iod  analysed in t h i s  c h a p te r ,  the  

s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company engaged on s t r i k e  

a c t i v i t y  in f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  occasions. However, d e s p i te  the  

growth in s h o p - f lo o r  m i l i t a n c y  and the expansion o f  "new 

u n io n is t "  p o l i t i c s ,  some quest ions s t a r t e d  to  emerge w i t h in  

the  u n io n is t  movement in  t h i s  per io d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  regard to  

the  f o l lo w i n g  p o in ts .  F i r s t ,  some o f  the  new union leaders  

found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  t o l e r a t e  d i f f e r e n t  or opposing po in ts  

of  views in s id e  the union, such as those held by some members 

o f  the union execu t iv e  and some close a c t i v i s t s .  As shown, 

these opposing members were ex p e l le d  from the  union  

e x e c u t iv e .  They l a t e r  organised themselves in to  a "New 

O pposit ion  Group" which, though s t i l l  i d e n t i f y i n g  com plete ly  

w ith  the "new u n io n is t"  p r i n c i p l e s ,  held p o s i t io n s  thought to  

be "to the  l e f t "  o f  the union e x ec u t iv e .

The second type o f  quest ion  was r e la t e d  to  the f u r t h e r  

i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  between the  remaining union  

e x e c u t iv e  members -  c lash which, f o r  a n a l y t i c a l  purposes, has 

been lo ca ted  here as an o p p o s i t io n  between those who placed  

g r e a te r  emphasis on " w e l fa re  type s e r v ic e s " ,  f o r  in d iv id u a l  

workers,  and those who p laced g r e a te r  emphasis on more d i r e c t  

and m i l i t a n t  a c t i v i t y ,  focused on a more c o l l e c t i v e  l e v e l .

The t h i r d  type o f  q u es t ion ,  a lso  assoc ia ted  w i th  the  

issue o f  to le ra n c e  of d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  v iews, r e l a t e d  

d i r e c t l y  to  union e l e c t i o n s .  Although the  s trong support  f o r  

the  "new u n io n is t"  le a d e rs h ip  in the 1986 e le c t i o n s  may be 

i n t e r p r e t e d  as a s ign o f  p o s i t i v e  e v a lu a t io n  o f  t h e i r
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p o l i c i e s  by the rank and f i l e ,  the n e g l i g i b l e  number o f  votes  

given to  both opposing s la te s  taken to g e th e r  w ith  the  non

to le r a n c e  o f  competing views w i th in  the  union e x e c u t iv e ,  may 

be i n t e r p r e t e d  as a sign of  a type o f  power monopoly in  the  

union, b r in g in g  in t o  quest ion the r h e t o r i c  of  commitment to  

more democrat ic  forms o f  union government. In  the l i g h t  o f  

these problems, the chapter  brought in  the  debates on union 

democracy ra is e d  in the In t ro d u c t io n  to  the t h e s i s ,  and 

suggested t h a t  a lthough some of the c o n d i t io n s  o f  democratic  

union r u le  were met by the "new u n io n is t "  le a d e rs ,  o th e r  

c o n d i t io n s ,  such as to le ra n c e  of permanent op po s i t io ns  and 

co m p e t i t iv e  e l e c t i o n  r e s u l t s ,  were no t .

A fo u r th  type of  issue ra ised  by developments in  the  

period  was the  emergence o f  some rank and f i l e  qu est ion ing  of  

the r o le  t h a t  union leaders  should p lay  in  n a t io n a l  lev e l  

p o l i t i c s .  The ca nd ida tu re  of  Juarez Antunes and o th e r  union  

o f f i c i a l s  f o r  l e g i s l a t i v e  posts in  the  1986 C o n s t i tu e n t  

e l e c t i o n s ,  ra is e d  the question of  what should be the  l i n k  

between union and p a r ty  p o l i t i c s .  Th is  is  a r a th e r  

t r a d i t i o n a l  type o f  dilemma placed between the  le a d e rs h ip  and 

the rank and f i l e .  Because the union le a d e rs h ip  is  engaged in  

broader p o l i t i c a l  exchange (P izzorno  1978) -  w i th  employers  

and w i th  the s t a t e ,  f o r  example -  and because the rank and 

f i l e  u s u a l ly  have a more lo c a l is e d  e x p er ie n ce ,  a d i f f e r e n c e  

of op in ion  may develop between them about the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  

union go a ls .  While  the rank and f i l e ’ s goals  may be 

r e s t r i c t e d  to  lo ca l  issues,  union l e a d e r s ’ goals  may perce ive  

in t e r v e n t io n  in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  as necessary.
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F i n a l l y ,  the  company’ s "humanisation" p o l ic y  was 

com plete ly  turned around a f t e r  the  s t r i k e  of  August 1987, 

when th e r e  were clashes between workers and the army. A l l  the  

union o f f i c i a l s  who had remained working in s id e  the p l a n t  and 

some o f  the  CIPA r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  were 1 a i d - o f f ,  and a l l  the  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  c lauses accepted in  the  1984 Agreement were no 

longer recognised by management. These developments ra ised  

new problems f o r  the in t e r n a l  o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the union and 

the development of  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s .  These issues w i l l  be 

looked a t  in  the  fo l lo w in g  ch ap te r .
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CHAPTER 6 

MANAGERIAL "REPRESSION" ON THE 

SHOP-FLOOR AND AGAINST THE UNION. THE 

DEVELOPING DILEMMAS OF A "NEW UNIONIST"

UNION. THE PERIOD AUGUST 1987-1990

This  chapter  shows a process o f  f u r t h e r  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  

in  the  company’ s p o l i c i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  the  

b u re a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  i t s  employment p o l i c i e s  and a change in  

the i n t e r n a l  labour market .  I t  a lso  discusses the  per iod  

a f t e r  the  s h i f t  away management’ s democratic  p o l i c i e s ,  in  

August 1987, and the in t ro d u c t io n  of  what workers c a l l e d  

" re p re s s io n ” . "Repressive" managerial p o l i c i e s  sought to  ban 

w o rke rs ’ o r g a n is a t io n  and hinder union p e n e t ra t io n  on the  

s h o p - f lo o r .  S t i l l  according to  s te e l  w o rk e rs , " repres s iv e"

managerial p o l i c i e s  a ls o  a f fe c te d  the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work, 

in the form o f  g r e a te r  v i g i l a n c e  and demands on workers.

The chapter  argues t h a t  the s h i f t  away from democrat ic  

p o l i c i e s  was not only the  r e s u l t  o f  the August 1987 s t r i k e ,  

but a lso  r e f l e c t e d  the company’ s deepening indebtedness and 

the g r e a te r  t h r e a t  of  company p r i v a t i s a t i o n .  At the  same 

t im e ,  phase th re e  o f  expansion plan D came to  an end, r a is i n g  

e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  an increase  in the company’ s p r o d u c t i v i t y  

l e v e l s .  A l l  these pressures helped to  inaugura te  a manageria l  

p o l ic y  o f  "product ion  a t  any c o s t" ,  which not on ly  

jeo p a rd is e d  a more consensual form o f  c o -e x is te n c e  between 

workers and managers on the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  but a lso  worsened 

working c o n d i t io n s  in th e  p la n t .
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Sect ion  Two e xp lo re s  the most v igorous s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  in the p e r io d ,  which were r e la t e d  to  the  changes in  

company employment p o l i c y  and the a n t i -d e m o c ra t ic  t u r n .  This  

se c t io n  goes on to  show t h a t  de sp i te  management’ s a t tem p t  to  

end the prev ious s h o p - f lo o r  o rg a n is a t io n ,  workers re 

organised in to  c la n d e s t in e  committees. Work around th e  CIPA 

and the use o f  the Labour Courts to  sue the company over  

hea l th  and s a fe t y  issues a lso  expanded in the p e r io d .

Sect ions Three and Four provide a m ic r o -a n a ly s is  o f  the  

development o f  the "new u n io n is t"  movement in  the  per iod  

1987-1990 and the in te r -c o n n e c t io n s  between lo c a l  and 

n a t io n a l  le v e l  p o l i t i c s .  The chapter  c loses by showing the  

major dilemmas faced by the "new u n io n is t"  le a d e rs h ip .

1. Company P o l i c i e s  in  th e  Period 1987-1990

1 .1 .  Major  Trends in  Company P o l ic ie s

Between 1987 and 1990 the company continued to  implement 

f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s ,  such as the in t ro d u c t io n  o f  f u n c t io n a l  

f l e x i b i l i t y  and the c r e a t io n  o f  work groups as descr ibed  in  

Chapter 5. A f t e r  1987 two o th e r  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o l i c i e s  were 

developed: 1) the im plementat ion o f  a b u re a u c ra t ic  system o f  

employment and promotion, and 2) the  c r e a t io n  o f  an 

"employees’ bank" to  support  the new employment and promotion  

p o l i c i e s .  Two o ther  im portan t  innovat ions  in  t h i s  per iod  

involved a break w ith  th e  company’ s o r i g i n a l  i n t e r n a l  labour  

market s t r u c t u r e  and increased requirements f o r  formal
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education and t r a i n i n g  o f  the workforce.

I t  is  suggested t h a t  the under ly ing  o b je c t iv e s  o f  t h i s  

new phase in the  company’ s h is to ry  were t w o - f o l d .  On the  one 

hand, the company r a t i o n a l i s e d  i t s  p o l i c i e s  f u r t h e r ,  w i th  the  

aim of improving p r o d u c t i v i t y  and a d m in is t r a t i v e  o p e ra t io n s .  

On the o th e r  hand, the  completion of phase th re e  o f  expansion  

plan D im p l ied  the  need f o r  g re a te r  s k i l l s  in  some jobs  and 

r e t r a i n i n g  o f  o th e rs .

Phase th r e e  was an important  stage o f  expansion plan D, 

in terms o f  t e c h n o lo g ic a l  innovat ion .  Th is  was so not only  

because i t  completed th e  switch from the SM to  the  LD process  

of  s te e l -m a k i  ng , but a lso  because i t  in vo lv ed  the  

in t ro d u c t io n  o f  s o p h is t ic a te d  methods f o r  the shaping and 

f i n i s h i n g  o f  s t e e l  ( 1 ) .  As fo l lo w s ,  I  w i l l  look a t  these  

developments in  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l .

The c r e a t io n  o f  a b u re a u c ra t ic  system o f  s e l e c t i o n  and 

promotion o f  th e  company’ s workforce was implemented by 

e s ta b l is h in g  a c l e a r  s e t  o f  ru les  and r e g u la t io n s  f o r  the  

recru i tm e nt  and s e l e c t i o n  o f  new employees, as w e l l  as f o r  

the promotion o f  company employees. These new ru le s  

s t ip u la t e d  t h a t  company c r i t e r i a  f o r  s e le c t io n  and promotion  

of  i t s  workforce  were to  be based on the l e v e l s  o f  formal  

education an d /o r  formal t r a i n i n g ,  accompanied by an e x te n s iv e  

system o f  exams and s c i e n t i f i c  e v a lu a t io n s .  According to

1. With phase th re e  o f  expansion plan D, the  continuous  
g a lv a n is in g  l i n e s ,  the  continuous anneal ing  l i n e s  and the  
e l e c t r o l y t i c  l i n e s  were i n s t a l l e d .  These l in e s  g ive  s p ec ia l  
t rea tm ent  to  f l a t  s t e e l  p la te s  and sheets and a l lo w  f o r  
enhancement o f  the  p r o d u c t ’ s a t t r i b u t e s  and q u a l i t y .  Sources:  
"Some In fo r m a t iv e  Data on the Nationa l  S tee l  Company". 1984 
and "Production L in e" .  1988. N at iona l  S tee l  Company.
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company r e c o r d s :

"The company’ s a d m in is t r a t io n  has i n t e n s i f i e d  e f f o r t s  to  
modernise and r a t i o n a l i s e  i t s  s e rv ic e s  ( . . . ) .  The
company has i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  a system o f  p u b l ic  exams 
f o r  a l l  i t s  admissions, as w el l  as f o r  the  upward 
m o b i l i t y  o f  i t s  employees in s ide  the  company. I t  has 
conso l ida ted  the system o f  "e v a lu a t io n  o f  performance"  
crea ted  in 1986 as w e l l  as implemented an " e v a lu a t io n  o f  
employee’ s p o t e n t ia l  system" ( 2 ) .

At l e a s t  in th e o ry ,  t h i s  new system was presented as a 

formal and b u re a u c ra t ic  framework, w i th  which to  curb 

c l i e n t e l i s t  networks and d i s c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  c e r t a i n  

workers. As shown in Chapter 4, the issue o f  job  promotion  

produced g re a t  resentment and c o n f l i c t  on the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  as 

workers considered themselves to  be s u b je c t  to  many

i n j u s t i c e s  a t  the hands o f  t h e i r  immediate s u p e rv is o rs .  I t  

was a lso  shown how the system o f  promotion which predominated  

a t  the t im e ,  allowed g r e a t  scope f o r  a c t io n  through personal  

r e la t io n s h ip s .  We saw in  Chapter 5 t h a t  problems were

acknowledged by the company’ s new board o f  d i r e c t o r s  in  1985,

who were faced w ith  the need to  r a t i o n a l i s e  and b u re a u c ra t is e  

the company even f u r t h e r .  Th is  awareness o f  the  problems grew 

over the years ,  as the fo l lo w i n g  statement a t t e s t s :

"The o b je c t iv e  of  t h i s  new workforce p o l ic y  of  
i n s t i t u t i n g  p u b l ic  exams is  to  e s t a b l i s h  equal  
o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  each employee. The process o f  
promotion w i l l  be the  r e s u l t  of  co m p et i t ion  and 
m e r i t  r a th e r  than th e  r e s u l t  o f  someone’ s 
i n t e r f e r e n c e  or r e f e r e n c e . ( . . . )  In  the  pa s t ,  
workers ap p l ie d  f o r  one p a r t i c u l a r  jo b  and thus a 
minimum was requ ired  o f  them. Now i t  is  c o m p et i t ion  
based on c l e a r - c u t  jo b  d e s c r ip t io n s  and d e f i n i t i o n  
of  the c a n d id a t e s ’ requ ire m e nts . Thus, the  
e v a lu a t io n  is  made w i t h i n  a group o f  cand ida tes  who 
have those minimum requirements and the  jo b  w i l l  be

2. Source: Annual Report .  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. 1987 pages 
3 and 4.
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o f f e r e d  to  the best amongst them. (T h is  is  in  
c o n t r a s t  to  o th e r  c r i t e r i a  such as s e n i o r i t y ,  
personal r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  the boss and so f o r t h ) " .  
(Manager no . 1 ) .

The company a lso  c rea ted  an "employees bank" in  t h i s

pe r io d .  The data-bank sought to  "map out" areas o f  the

employee’ s l i f e  about which th e  company had no organised

in fo rm a t io n ,  such as h is  occupat ion ,  length  o f  s e r v ic e ,  and

le v e l  o f  formal educat ion  and t r a i n i n g .  This in fo rm a t io n  was

to be used by the  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and product ion  departments

to  i d e n t i f y  a p p r o p r ia te  candidates  f o r  job openings and,

to g e th e r  w i th  p u b l ic  announcements, to  guarantee more

impersonal and b u re a u c ra t ic  r e c ru i tm e n t  and s e l e c t i o n  o f

workers w i t h in  the company ( 3 ) .

The b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  re c ru i tm e n t  and promotion

p o l i c i e s  was accompanied by a tu rn  away from the closed

labour market system. As c l e a r l y  s t a te d  by the head o f  th e

Personnel Department:

"By 1987, the company’ s p o l i c i e s  in  regard to  
r e c r u i tm e n t ,  s e le c t io n  and i n t e r n a l  promotion had 
changed a g re a t  d e a l .  Although the  p o l ic y  s t a t e s  t h a t  we 
should g ive  p re fe renc e  to  the company’ s employees to  
f i l l  a jo b  vacancy, we can seek o th e r  candidates  o u ts id e  
the company, i f  the  candidates  a v a i l a b l e  do not f u l f i l  
the requirements f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  job  ( . . . ) .  Through 
t h i s  p o l i c y ,  the company opened to  the o u ts id e  labour  
market f o r  jobs w i th  p a r t i c u l a r  s k i l l s ,  not needed 
before  t h a t  t ime in  the p l a n t  and u n a v a i la b le  in  the  
i n t e r n a l  labour market" (Manager no. 3 ) .

According to  t h i s  new c o rp o ra te  t h in k in g ,  i f  no

candidate  w i th  a p p ro p r ia te  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  was found w i t h i n

the "employees bank", p r i o r i t y  would be g iven ,  f i r s t ,  to

3. According to  a source,  i t  was on ly  in  1987 t h a t  i t  became 
compulsory f o r  s h o p - f lo o r  management to  announce jo b  
vacancies on a p u b l ic  board. Source: In te r v ie w  w i th  company 
manager no. 3.
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w o r k e r s  f ro m  s u b - c o n t r a c t i n g  f i r m s  w o r k in g  i n s i d e  t h e  company

and, second, to  cand idates  in  the  labour market o u ts id e  the

company. My in te rv ie w s  w ith  management suggest t h a t  t h i s

p o l ic y  s h i f t  r e s u l te d  from a lack o f  employees w ith

a p p ro p r ia te  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ,  d e s p i te  the  company’ s t r a i n i n g

d r iv e s  in prev ious years ( 4 ) .

G reater  b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  the company’ s employment

p o l ic y  was a lso  accompanied by an increase  in the demand f o r

formal education an d /o r  t r a i n i n g  o f  i t s  employees. As a l re a d y

suggested, t h i s  f a c t  can be r e la t e d  to  the  g r e a te r

complex ity  of both new machinery and the  process o f

product ion ,  fo l lo w in g  the  completion o f  the expansion plan D

( 5 ) .  In  the per iod  under a n a ly s is  here ,  1985-1990,  formal

education and t r a i n i n g ,  to g e th e r  w ith  exams and s c i e n t i f i c

e v a lu a t io n s ,  became the  most im portant  c r i t e r i a  f o r  workforce

promotion. According to  one manager:

"One of  the o b je c t iv e s  o f  t h i s  new workforce p o l ic y  is  
f o r  the employee to  make a c a re e r  in s id e  h is  own lad de r .  
I f  he is  an o p e ra to r  f o r  example, he should remain so, 
w ith  the promotions being only v e r t i c a l .  H o r iz o n ta l  
promotion w i l l  occur as the  r e s u l t  o f  formal educat ion  
and t r a i n i n g  and i f  the a p p l ic a n t  passes the exams which 
have been i n s t i t u t e d .  Today a l l  h o r i z o n ta l  promotions

4. I t  is  worth not ing  t h a t  a study produced by th e  company 
and IPPU in  1978 on the  needs brought by the im plementat ion  
of  phase two o f  the expansion programme, fo re c a s te d  t h a t  the  
company would have p a r t i c u l a r  problems w i th  the number o f  
s k i l l e d  workers in r e l a t i o n  to  the  s iz e  o f  the new demand, in  
p a r t i c u l a r  jobs such as: mechanics, w e lders ,  e l e c t r o -  
e l e c t r o n i c  maintenance workers ,  machine-too l  o p era to rs  and 
s te e l  o p e ra to rs .  Source: V o l t a  Redonda, I n d i i s t r i a  e Mercado 
de Trabalho no Setor  Secundar io .  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company and 
IPPU. 1984.

5. As an example of  t h i s  t r e n d ,  the " T ra in in g  Plan f o r  
Expansion" was c rea ted  in th e  company in  1982 and 9 ,687  
employees were to  be s u b je c t  to  some form o f  t r a i n i n g  scheme. 
Source: Annual Report.  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. 1982 page 4.
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are to  occur by p u b l ic  exams" (Manager no. 3 ) .

The im portant  p o in t  to  make here is  t h a t  t h i s  new

employment scheme marked a d e par tu re  from the prev ious  s t r e s s

on s e n i o r i t y  and p r a c t i c a l  knowledge acquired on th e  j o b .  As

we have seen, the  former system was a lso  s t ro n g ly  in f lu e n c e d

by the foreman’ s d i s c r e t i o n  on the s h o p - f lo o r .  According to

the same manager:

"Although we w i l l  t r y  not to  demotivate the more s e n io r  
worker, we no longer  demand a minimum time o f  ex per ie n ce  
a t  a jo b  as a requ irement f o r  employment a t  t h i s  jo b  or  
promotion to  t h i s  jo b .  Today what counts i s  the  
c a n d id a te ’ s le v e l  o f  schoo l ing  and the e v a lu a t io n  o f  h is  
te c h n ic a l  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  not p r a c t i c a l  e x p e r ie n ce ,  as in  
the p a s t . "  (Manager 3) ( 6 ) .

The o v e r a l l  process o f  change in  the  company’ s 

requirements f o r  employees’ l e v e l  o f  school ing ,  i s  presented  

in the fo l lo w in g  t a b l e .

6. I t  should be noted however t h a t  d e sp i te  t h i s  change, th e r e  
is  s t i l l  a need f o r  o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  according to  the  same 
manager:

"Even when we r e c r u i t  from o u ts ide  the company, the  
candidate  has to  undergo a per iod  o f  t r a i n i n g  in s id e  th e  
company, be fore  being f i n a l l y  employed in  h is  job"  
(Manager 3 ) .
This may be due to  the s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  in  process  

in d u s t r i e s ,  where sheer t h e o r e t i c a l  knowledge and e x p e r t i s e  
is  not a s u f f i c i e n t  c o n d i t io n  to  c a r ry  out the  p rod uc t ion  
process. For more d e t a i l s  on t h i s  p o in t  see I n t r o d u c t i o n  
Chapter to  t h i s  t h e s is  and Borges, R. Organizaqao do Processo  
de Trabalho na I n d u s t r i a  S i d e r u r g i c a . 1983 pages 100-102 and 
179-187.
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T a b l e  6 .1

C o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  W o r k f o r c e  by L e v e l  o f  F o r m a l  
E d u c a t i o n s ,  as
P e r c e n t a g e  o f  T o t a l  W o r k f o r c e  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  
Company

Y e a r Wi t h -  
o u t  
F o r m a l  
Edu .

P r i  ma- 
r y

L ow er
Second
*

i

S econd
*

.................. l
T e c h -  
n i  c a l  
Edu

C o l  1 e 
ge 
De
g r e e

1970 2.  0% 4 8 .  7% 32 . 8%
( a ) ( a )

11.0% 5.5%

1 990 0 . 0 6 1 .5%
( b ) ( b )

9 . 4% 21.0% 7 . 7%................... i

and 1990 a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  " B r a z i l i a n  E d u c a t i o n a l  
S y s te m  R e f o r m ” w h i c h  t o o k  p l a c e  i n  1976 and 
r e o r g a n i s e d  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m .

( a )  11.0% r e f e r s  t o  a a g g r e g a t e  d a t a  on u p p e r  s e c o n d a r y  
and t e c h n i c a s l  l e v e l ,  i n  1 97 0 .

( b )  9 .4% r e f e r s  t o  d a t a  on s e c o n d a r y  l e v e l  e d u c a t i o n  
as a w h o l e ,  i e ,  t h e  f o r m e r  l o w e r  and  u p p e r  s e c o n d a r y
1e v e l s .

S o u r c e s :  " B u l e t i n s  o f  I n d u s t r i a l ^ R e  1 a t i o n s "  c i t e d  by 
P i m e n t a ,  S.  A E s t r a t e g i a  da  G e s t a o . 1989 page  382 
a n d ,  d a t a  c o l l e c t e d  a t  t h e  P e r s o n n e l  D e p a r t m e n t .  
N a t i o n a l  S t e e l  Com p an y .  J a n u a r y  1 990 .
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When one compares the 1970 data  w i th  the 1990 d a ta ,  i t  

is  poss ib le  to  i d e n t i f y  a general r i s e  in  the ed uca t io na l  

le v e l  o f  employees. By 1990 not only d id a l l  employees have 

a t  l e a s t  pr imary ed uca t ion ,  but the number o f  employees w i th  

a diploma from a te c h n ic a l  school had increased from 11% in 

1970 to  21% in 1990. Th is  second increase must be taken w i th  

c aut ion  however, s ince in fo rm a t io n  on upper secondary and 

te c h n ic a l  le v e l  educat ion were aggregate data  in  1970. I t  is  

im portant  to  note t h a t  the data  on "lower secondary school 

l e v e l "  quest ions the idea t h a t  a c l e a r - c u t  incre as e  in  the  

w o rke rs ’ formal educat ion le v e ls  was ta k in g  p la ce .  For 

whereas in 1970 the d i s t r i b u t i o n  between those w i th  p r im ary ,  

lower and upper secondary le v e ls  was around 49%, 33% and 11% 

r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  in 1990 the  number o f  those w ith  pr imary school 

education increased to  around 62% w h i le  the number o f  those  

w ith  secondary lev e l  decreased to  around 9.5%. Thus, i t  is  

po ss ib le  to  conclude t h a t  although the company employees’ 

l e v e l  o f  school ing did increase  -  w i th  the e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  

those w i th o u t  formal educat ion  and the growth in  the  number 

of those w ith  pr imary l e v e ls  o f  education -  the  number o f  

employees w ith  only  the basic fo u r  years o f  formal educat ion  

is  s t i l l  q u i t e  h igh, a t  61.5%.

I t  is  po ss ib le  to  i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  t ren d  towards h ighe r  

requirements f o r  formal education w ith  the requirements o f  a 

process in d u s try  a t  a c e r t a i n  le v e l  of  te c h n o lo g ic a l  

development. A f t e r  having d iv id e d  i t s  workforce between core  

and non-core workers,  t r a n s f e r r e d  the l a t t e r  to  sub
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c o n t ra c t in g  f i r m s  and d i r e c t e d  f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  towards  

the core workers ,  the  company was demanding increased  

educat iona l  l e v e l s  from i t s  workforce as the  r e s u l t  o f  the  

g re a te r  com plex i ty  and s o p h is t ic a t io n  o f  the  production  

process ( 7 ) .

The new emphasis on education and m e r i t  gave r i s e  to  a 

new type o f  c a re e r  lad der  in  the company. Th is  new jo b  ladder  

would be s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  i n t e r n a l  market o f  

the past ,  where u n s k i l l e d  workers could work themselves up to  

the job  o f  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  worker,  through o n - t h e - j o b -  

t r a i n i n g ,  sh or t  courses and exper ie nce .  Perhaps the best  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the  company’ s new p r i o r i t i e s  is  the gradual  

replacement o f  th e  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  worker by the te c h n ic a l  

s k i l l e d  worker.  The former t i t l e  used t o  r e q u i re  exper ience  

and e x p e r t i s e ,  r e s u l t i n g  from long s e r v ic e  in  the  p l a n t .  But 

from 1985 onwards the  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  job  tended to  disappear  

as a h igher  ca re e r  l e v e l ,  as workers r e t i r e d  and t h e i r  jobs  

were not occupied by new workers .  The n ex t  move up the ladder  

from s k i l l e d  jobs would no longer be to  s e n io r  s k i l l e d  but to  

e i t h e r  s k i l l e d  maintenance or te c h n ic a l  l e v e l  jo b s .  Both the

7. I  have not found any re fe re n c e  in th e  l i t e r a t u r e  on the  
s te e l  process in d u s t r y  in  r e l a t i o n  to  requirements f o r  a 
higher  educa t iona l  l e v e l .  Thus, i t  is  hard to  assess i f  t h i s  
is  a p a r t i c u l a r  development o f  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company or  
i f  i t  has been over looked by o ther  au tho rs .  Borges has ra ised  
a p o in t  about formal ed uca t ion  and in form al  t r a i n i n g  which is  
of  i n t e r e s t  to  us here:  even when g r e a te r  l e v e l s  o f  education  
and t r a i n i n g  are  pursued, one of  the t ren d s  in  process  
in d u s t r ie s  is  to  co n t inue  to  provide in c e n t iv e s  f o r  o n - th e -  
j o b - t r a i n i n g .  Th is  is  j u s t i f i e d  on th e  grounds t h a t  
continuous process in d u s t r i e s  have t o  r e l y  h e a v i ly  on 
w orkers ’ p r a c t i c a l  knowledge since the process is  h ig h ly  
un pre d ic ta b le  and s u b je c t  to  unforseen occurrences .  For more 
d e t a i l s  see Borges, R. op. c i t .  1983 pages 100-102 and 179— 
187 .
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l a t t e r  jo b  t i t l e s  req u ire d  formal educat ion  and te c h n ic a l  

t r a i  ni ng.

The o v e r a l l  r e - d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  s k i l l s  in the  p l a n t ,  and 

the change in the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the company’ s job  

la d de r ,  can be observed in  Table 6 . 2 ,  where data  from s ix  

d i f f e r e n t  years are  presented:
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Table 6.2

S k i l l  Composit ion o f  Workforce as Percentage o f  To ta l  Workforce in  the  
N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, 1975-1990

Year Unski l i 
ed

Semi- 
S k i l i e d

Ski l i e d Senior  
Ski l i e d

Technic.
Level

Col lege 
Degree

1975 11.0% 24.0% 43.0% 10.0% 7.0% 5.0%

1980 2.9% 15.4% 52.1% 14.7% 8.5% 6.4%

1984 4.5% 10.2% 51.6% 12.7% 14.0% 7.0%

1988 1.0% 6.0% 51.0% 11.0% 25.0% 6.0%

1989 1.4% 6.0% 52.1% 8.6% 27.0% 4.9%

1990 3.0% 5.0% 50.0% 11.0% 23.0% 8.0%
P ......

Homens. 1989 page 179 and "Month ly Repor t " .  I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t ion s  Department . 
Na t iona l  S tee l  Company. December, 1989.
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I t  i s  poss ib le  to  observe in the  t a b l e  above the  

process o f  change in the  job  ladder  f o r  groups o f  s k i l l e d  and 

non-ski  l i e d  workers.  The most s i g n i f i c a n t  change in  the  

f i f t e e n - y e a r  per iod  seems to  be t h a t  whereas th e  number o f  

senior  s k i l l e d  jobs as a percentage o f  th e  workforce  

p r a c t i c a l l y  remained the  same, the percentage o f  te c h n ic a l  

le v e l  jobs increased from 7% to  23% o f  the  t o t a l  w o rk fo rce .  

On the o th e r  hand, w h i le  u n s k i l l e d  and s e m i - s k i l l e d  jobs  

accounted f o r  11% and 24% o f  the workforce in  1975, they  

c o n s t i t u t e  only 3% and 5% in 1990.

F i n a l l y ,  i f  we compare the  data  in t a b l e  6.1 w i th  t a b l e

6 .2 ,  i t  is  po s s ib le  to  say t h a t  although th e re  was no c l e a r -  

cut increase  in  the ed uca t io na l  l e v e ls  of  the  company’ s 

employees, the company d id s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r a is e  the  s k i l l  

composit ion o f  the w orkforce .  This can be observed in  the  

non-employment o f  workers w ith  less than pr imary e d u c a t io n ,  

in the sharp reduct ion  o f  u n s k i l l e d  and s e m i - s k i l l e d  jo b s ,  

and in the s i g n i f i c a n t  increase  in the number o f  t e c h n ic a l  

lev e l  jo bs .

1 .2 .  F in a l  Remarks

Chapter 3 descr ibed the  employment system in  the  company 

in the 1970s and showed how i t  operated w i t h in  the  c l a s s i c a l  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  an i n t e r n a l  labour market found w i t h i n  the  

s te e l  in d u s t ry  (Stone 1973) .  Job openings u s u a l ly  arose on ly  

a t  the very bottom o f  the  la d d e r ,  f o r  u n s k i l l e d  and semi
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s k i l l e d  jo b s ,  and workers t r i e d  to  move up from th e r e .  Job 

promotions were based on s e n i o r i t y ,  o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  and 

management d i s c r e t i o n .

This  i n i t i a l  s t r u c t u r e  s u f fe re d  p ro g re s s iv e  changes over  

t im e .  F i r s t ,  in  the per iod  1979-1984, the  s e p a ra t io n  of  core  

and non-core workers and the c re a t io n  o f  two labour markets.  

In  t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n ,  many of  the u n s k i l l e d  and s e m i - s k i l l e d  

jobs were e l im in a te d  from the company’ s employment la d de r  and 

t r a n s f e r r e d  to  s u b -c o n tra c t in g  companies. In  the second 

period in v e s t ig a t e d ,  1985-1987, the  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  

f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  f o r  the group o f  core workers,  

e s p e c ia l l y  process and maintenance workers .  Funct iona l  

f l e x i b i l i t y  and c r e a t io n  o f  work groups was fo l lo w e d  by a 

r e d e f i n i t i o n  o f  jo b  d e s c r ip t io n s  and the  emergence o f  command 

h ie r a r c h ie s  w i t h in  the  work groups.

F i n a l l y ,  in  the  t h i r d  period under i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  1987-  

1990, the p o l i c i e s  o f  prev ious periods were expanded and a 

b u re a u c ra t ic  system o f  s e le c t io n  and promotion was 

in troduced .  As we have seen, t h i s  process was accompanied by 

two im portant  developments. One was a more ag gress ive  p o l ic y  

of  r a is i n g  ed uca t io na l  requirements f o r  the  w o rk fo rce .  The 

other  was the opening of  the i n t e r n a l  labour  market to  

outs ide  a p p l ic a n t s  when a job  vacancy could not be f i l l e d  by 

a company employee f o r  lack o f  the  a p p r o p r ia te  

qu a l i  f i  c a t i  on s .

Although i t  i s  too e a r l y ,  in h i s t o r i c a l  terms,  to  say 

c o n c lu s iv e ly  t h a t  a c l e a r l y  new p a t te rn  is  under way, t h i s  

case study in d ic a t e s  a break w ith  the system o f  i n t e r n a l
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labour  market t r a d i t i o n a l l y  found in the  s t e e l  in d u s t r y .  A 

f i n a l  quest ion  concerns the long term consequences o f  t h i s  

new i n t e r n a l  labour market s t r u c t u r e ,  f o r  the s t a b i l i s a t i o n  

p o l ic y  sought by the company in  r e l a t i o n  to  i t s  core workers.  

As we have seen in  Chapter 4, drawing on authors  such as 

Guerra F e r r e i r a  (1988)  and Borges ( 1 9 8 3 ) ,  one o f  the  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  te c h n o lo g ic a l  modern isat ion in  process  

in d u s t r ie s  is  not only  the  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between a group of  

core and non-core workers,  but the implementation o f  p o l i c i e s  

to  " s t a b i l i s e "  the former group. This  p o l ic y  takes  the form 

of  improved employment s ta tu s  and wages in comparison w ith  

non-core workers and in  which some form o f  s t a b i l i t y  p o l ic y  

is  a p p l ie d  to  encourage long term employment in  the  company. 

The quest ion  to  r a is e  here would be how t h i s  p o l ic y  w i l l  

evo lve ,  v i s - a - v i s  the new i n t e r n a l  labour market and the  

les ser  b e n e f i t s  o f  s e n i o r i t y  among i t s  core workers,  a l l i e d  

with  the opening o f  employment a t  s k i l l e d  and te c h n ic a l  

1e v e l s .

2. Company P o l i c i e s  and Shop-F loor  C o n f l i c t s  in  th e  Per iod

2 .1 .  C o n f l i c t s  Over Access to  Higher  Levels o f  Education and 

T ra i  ni ng

Although the b u r e a u c r a t is a t io n  o f  employment and 

promotion p o l i c i e s  was intended to  r a t i o n a l i s e  a system t h a t  

d is c r im in a te d  a g a in s t  some workers and favoured o th e rs ,  the  

new company requirements f o r  formal education and t r a i n i n g
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crea ted  a new s e t  of  c o n f l i c t s  between workers and managers 

on the s h o p - f lo o r .  With the except ion  o f  company t r a i n i n g  

p r o j e c t s ,  the i n i t i a t i v e  in o b ta in in g  higher  l e v e ls  o f  

education and t r a i n i n g ,  as w el l  as the  resources in money and 

t im e,  had to  come from the  workers themselves.  This  generated  

c o n f l i c t s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  r e l a t i n g  w i th  the d i f f i c u l t i e s  

faced by workers to  engage in f u r t h e r  education and 

t r a i  ni ng.

Although c o n f l i c t s  on t h i s  issue were aggravated a f t e r

1987 w i th  the i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  of  the new company’ s p o l ic y  on

educa t ion ,  i t  i s  worth r e c a l l i n g  t h a t  they had been pres ent

before on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  regard to  the

d i s c r e t i o n a r y  power o f  foremen and lower management over

w o rkers ’ t r a n s f e r s  from one work group to  another or  over

changes in s h i f t s .  N ight and day s h i f t  a l t e r n a t i o n  ru led  out

re g u la r  a t tendance a t  education courses.  Thus, to  be re fused

t h i s  meant in p r a c t ic e  t h a t  one’ s job  became a "b l in d  a l l e y " ,

one, w ith  no prospect o f  promotion.

Once ag a in ,  the a r b i t r a r y  a u t h o r i t y  o f  foremen and lower

lev e l  management in g ra n t in g  r i g h t s  o f  t r a n s f e r  to  some

workers but not to  o th e rs ,  spark led  a g r e a t  deal of  c o n f l i c t

and f e e l i n g  o f  i n j u s t i c e  among workers.  As s ta te d  by workers:

" I  am a "p an e le i ro "  and I  can work myself  up to  
" p a n e le i ro  IV" but I  cannot became "sen ior  s k i l l e d  
pane le i  ro"
-  Why not?
Education,  I  would have to  have a te c h n ic a l  course.  
Before i t  was not l i k e  t h a t ,  the  chap only had to  
have exper ien ce ,  now. . . i t  is  very  d i f f i c u l t  i f  you 
don’ t  s tud y" .  ( I n f .  16 ) .

" I  have no co n d i t io n s  to  go back to  school and 
today a t  the company who does not study gets  
noth ing .  I  have on ly  one more le v e l  to  go, a f t e r
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t h a t  I  am stuck .  The com pet i t ion  over jobs w i l l  go 
to  o ther  chaps w ith  educa t ion .  So i t  is  d i f f i c u l t .  
By s e n i o r i t y  I  was supposed to  take  the job  o f  a 
se n io r  s k i l l e d  worker but they put another guy in  
my p lace .  This  guy is  s tudy ing ,  going to  te c h n ic a l  
school.  I  don’ t  mind t h a t  he got i t  but t h i s  is  
very d isco urag in g" .  ( I n f .  2 5 ) .

" I  would l i k e  to  change my job  and work w ith  
computers, but f o r  t h a t  I  would need to  have a 
te c h n ic a l  course. I  don’ t  have more than pr imary  
school.  I  have asked them ( th e  foreman) to  change 
my s h i f t  to  day s h i f t  so t h a t  I  can study in the  
evenings but they did  not a l low  i t .  I  even spoke 
about t h i s  w ith  a s o c ia l  worker but they did not  
a l low  my t r a n s f e r  in my department. I  am w a i t in g  up 
to  to d a y " . ( I n f . 4 ) .

As I  w i l l  show in Sect ion  3, t h i s  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t  

was taken s e r io u s ly  by the union and was transformed in to  one 

of  the issues of  the p o l i t i c s  of  the s h o p - f lo o r  o f  the  

p e r io d .  This appeared not only as a demand in the Wage 

Campaign Agendas, but a ls o  during the s t r i k e s  and 

n e g o t ia t io n s  between workers,  managers and government which 

took p lace in the years 1988 and 1989.

I t  is  too e a r ly  to  say how the new educa t iona l  

requirements w i l l  a f f e c t  the upward m o b i l i t y  o f  workers in  

the jo b  ladder  or the l e v e l s  o f  m o t iv a t io n  o f  the workforce .  

Z i l b o v i c i u s  and Marx ( 1 9 8 3 :1 3 6 ) ,  who s tudied  another s te e l  

company in  B r a z i l ,  found a s i m i l a r  type o f  s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t  over the company’ s p o l ic y  o f  using l e v e ls  o f  formal  

education as a major c r i t e r i a  in the e v a lu a t io n  and promotion  

of  workers.  According to  the  au thors ,  t h i s  crea ted  c o n f l i c t s  

because i t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  a q u a l i f i c a t i o n  acquired ou ts ide  

the s te e l  p l a n t ,  o f  a t h e o r e t i c a l  and general n a tu re ,  from 

o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  acquired  in the p la n t  and a c c e s s ib le  to  

al 1 .
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Z i l b o v i c i u s  and Marx, noted a d e -m o t iv a t io n  in the  work 

o f  those who did not seek f u r t h e r  educa t ion .  Some workers  

understood t h a t  th e re  was no b e n e f i t  in ac q u i r in g  c o n s is te n t  

o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  and master ing t h e i r  own jobs ,  s ince t h i s  

did not r e s u l t  in any promotion or any f i n a n c i a l  

compensati on .

At the N at iona l  S tee l  Company a t  present  i t  is  not y e t  

c l e a r  how the "b l in d  a l l e y "  jobs  w i l l  a f f e c t  the o rg a n is a t io n  

of  work or the company’ s a t tem pt  to  expand i t s  p r o d u c t i v i t y  

l e v e l s .  But c l e a r l y  these are  im portant  issues f o r  the  

f u t u r e .

2 . 2 .  Company "Repression" and Other  Shop-Floor C o n f l i c t s

The period  under a n a ly s is  here was a lso  marked by the  

re tu rn  of coercion over workers on the s h o p - f lo o r .  The

company’ s democratic  p o l ic y  disappeared complete ly  a f t e r  

1987, in a ugura t ing  a new per iod  o f  repress ion  and c o n s t r a in ts  

over w orkers ’ m i l i t a n t  a c t io n .  As we have seen in Chapter 5, 

the change in p o l ic y  fo l lo w e d  the  clashes between 

s tee lw orkers  and the army, during s t r i k e  o f  August 1987. Here 

I  w i l l  suggest th re e  o th e r  reasons which might account f o r  

the change in company p o l i c y .  F i r s t ,  the company’ s worsening  

f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  led i t  to  press f u r t h e r  on w o rk e rs ’

p r o d u c t iv i t y  l e v e l s ,  w h i le  the  complet ion of  phase th re e  o f  

expansion plan D had placed management under in tense

government pressure to  push f o r  r e s u l t s  and use the  new
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technology to  i t s  maximum advantage ( 8 ) .  I t  might thus be 

suggested t h a t  since the  union imposed c o n s t r a in t s  over  

i r r e g u l a r  or dangerous working c o n d i t io n s ,  i t  would l i m i t  

management’ s scope to  d r i v e  up production "a t  any c o s t" .

Secondly, as time went by, the company’ s e x p e c ta t io n s  

t h a t  the union would become more b u re a u c ra t ic  had f a i l e d  to  

m a t e r i a l i s e ,  on the c o n t r a r y ,  i t  was becoming more m i l i t a n t .  

Moreover, s t ro nge r  l in k s  between the union and the  r e s t  o f  

organised labour were e s ta b l is h e d  in t h i s  p e r io d ,  one example 

being the August 1987 N a t io n a l  P ro te s t  S t r i k e  c a l l e d  by the  

n a t io n a l  and reg iona l  CUT and led in  V o l ta  Redonda by the  

Metal w o rke rs ’ Union.

T h i r d l y ,  i t  might a ls o  be suggested t h a t  a l though the  

company did inaugurate  a democrat ic  d iscourse in  1985, t h i s  

did not r e s u l t  in  very s i g n i f i c a n t  changes f o r  w o rk e rs ’ day-  

to -day  s h o p - f lo o r  l i f e .  As I  w i 11 t r y  to  show, the  emphasis 

of top company management on democracy and g r e a te r  

i n t e g r a t io n  between workers and managers was not com plete ly  

acknowledged by foremen and lower le v e l  managers on th e  shop- 

f l o o r .  In  the w orkers ’ v iew, l a r g e l y  formed by everyday  

exper iences on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  management’ s p o l i c i e s  were 

f e l t  to  be c o e rc iv e ,  even during  the "democrat ic  phase" o f  

the company. Workers d e s c r ib e  t h i s  r e l a t i v e  increase  o f  

management coerc ion  in the  p l a n t  as " repression" and i d e n t i f y  

i t s  beginning w i th  the ag gress ive  p o l ic y  o f  the d i r e c t o r  o f

8. See Table  3 .2  on Chapter 3 on the  company’ s d e f i c i t  during  
the 1980s.
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t h e  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  P r o d u c t i o n ,  A r i  S o u to ,  a f t e r  1987 ( 9 ) .

What workers termed " repression" r e f e r r e d  t o  two s e ts  o f  

managerial p o l i c i e s .  One was a system o f  imposing g r e a t e r  

v i g i l a n c e  and c o n tro l  over workers,  under the  t h r e a t  o f  

d i s c i p l i n a r y  procedures and d is m is s a l .  The o th e r  was r e la t e d  

to the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  rep re s s iv e  measures a g a in s t  th e  union  

and the management’ s re p u d ia t io n  o f  the " p o l i t i c a l  c lauses"  

contained in successive Annual Work Agreements s in c e  1984. I  

w i l l  analyse the f i r s t  type of  " repress ion"  in t h i s  s e c t io n  

and w i l l  deal w i th  the p o l i t i c a l  repress ion  a g a in s t  the  

Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union in s e c t io n  th re e  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r .

The increased v i g i l a n c e  and c o n tro l  o f  workers on the  

s h o p - f lo o r  was most probably  r e la t e d  to  management’ s need to  

increase product ion  and decrease the  number o f  stoppages and 

in t e r r u p t i o n s  in  the production process. Th is  p o l ic y  

expressed i t s e l f  in s t r i c t  d i s c i p l i n a r y  ru le s  as w e l l  as the  

a p p l ic a t io n  o f  measures which, though e x i s t i n g  as w r i t t e n  

ru le s ,  were not a p p l ie d  be fo re ,  owing to  "custom and

9. Ari Souto was an eng ineer  s p e c i a l i s e d  in  m e t a l lu r g y .  He 
had worked in another  s t a t e  owned company -  COSIPA -  be fore  
being i n v i t e d  to  j o i n  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company. A r i  Souto 
was a l re a d y  known in COSIPA f o r  h is  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  s t y l e  o f  
management. His  major p ro fe s s io n a l  tr iumph was to  have 
increased COSIPA’ s p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e l s .  However, he is  
thought o f  by workers a t  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company as the  
one who took the  equipment to  the l i m i t s  and increased  the  
number o f  work a c c id e n ts .  For more in fo rm a t io n  on COSIPA’ s 
performance see Z i l b o v i c i u s ,  M. and Marx, R. "Autonomia e 
Organizacpao do Trabalho:  0 Caso da I n d u s t r i a  S i d e r u r g i c a " . 
Organizacao do T r a b a lh o . F leury  e Vargas e d i t o r e s .  1983 pages 
124-145.
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p r a c t i c e "  ( 1 0 ) .

What fo l lo w s  are some accounts o f  how workers pe rc e iv e

t h i s  " r e p r e s s iv e “ form o f  management:

" I t  has been production a t  i t s  most l a t e l y .  They 
(management) are demanding the maximum from us. There 
are a l o t  o f  superv isors  now th r e a t e n in g  to  l a y - o f f  
workers f o r  nothing ( . . . ) .  They h u m i l i a t e  the worker  
hoping t h a t  the worker w i l l  r e a c t  and c r e a te  a 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  to  lay  him o f f " .  ( I n f .  2 7 ) .

"Before workers were used not to  ta k e  orders  as 
they were g iven .  The type o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  which 
one had was discussed and many people did not  
comply e a s i l y .  L a te ly  everyone is  f e e l i n g  the same 
t h in g .  For the s l i g h t e s t  problem one is  l a i d  o f f  
and s ince f in d in g  a new job  nowadays is  so hard,  
everybody is  complying". ( I n f .  3 6 ) .

"Repression means t h a t  th e re  is  g r e a t e r  demand upon 
workers. They (management) are now 24 hours on 
w o rke rs ’ shoes, contro l  1 ing every s tep  we ta k e .  You 
cannot leave  5 minutes e a r l y ,  you cannot go to  the  
washroom as you wish. They are demanding a l o t " .
( I n f .  4 3 ) .

" L a te ly  they  have increased t h e i r  demands on 
workers.  There is  no break f o r  us any more. There  
is  g r e a te r  repress io n ,  g re a te r  demand and 
product ion  has increased a l o t .  They have even 
taken h a l f -a n d -h o u r  o f  our one hour meal break and 
do not a l lo w  workers to  t a l k  between themselves".
( I n f .  4 ) .

The D i r e c t o r  o f  O pera t ions ,  Ari  Souto, besides being 

respons ib le  f o r  im plementat ion of  the company’ s p o l ic y  to  

increase p ro d u c t io n ,  was a lso  seen by workers as having a

10. An example o f  a "custom and p r a c t ic e "  procedure is  the  
f a c t  t h a t  workers were ab le  to  sleep during s h o r t  per iods  of  
t im e,  w h i le  working in the n ig h t  s h i f t .  Although t h i s  was 
c l e a r l y  i r r e g u l a r  from the p o in t  o f  view o f  the company’ s 
s t a t u t e s ,  i t  was p a r t  o f  the "custom and p r a c t i c e " .  According  
to  the s h o p - f lo o r  c u l t u r e ,  i t  was l e g i t i m a t e  to  s leep  when 
production was low or as a r e s u l t  o f  a d i v i s i o n  o f  labour  
e s ta b l is h e d  by th e  n ig h t  s h i f t  workers.

With Ari  Souto ’ s a d m in is t r a t io n ,  a " v i g i l a n c e  squad" was 
crea ted  to  check out on workers and i t  was dec lared  t h a t  
those caught s le e p in g  during n ig h t  s h i f t  would be d i s c i p l i n e d  
or even dismissed.
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very p e r s o n a l is t  and a u t h o r i t a r i a n  s t y l e  o f  managing ( 1 1 ) :

" ( . . . )  People t a l k  a l o t  about Ari  Souto, about 
t h r e a ts  o f  d is m is s a l ,  coerc ion and h is  s t y l e  o f  
d i r e c t i n g  meetings. I f  production is  not reached 
according to  h is  w i l l ,  he j u s t  lays  o f f  the
respons ib le  person. ( . . . )  He came from COSIPA and 
has a very a u t h o r i t a r i a n  s t y l e " .  ( I n f .  5 5 ) .

" I t  s t a r t e d  up th e re  w i th  Ari  Souto and i t  comes 
a l l  the way down, they have repressed a l o t .  There 
are a l o t  o f  people being persecuted,  a l o t  o f
persecut ion  around. The head o f  our department has 
r e a l l y  become very demanding". ( I n f .  4 2 ) .

According to  workers, management " repression" a lso

showed i t s e l f  in the redu ct io n  of  the meal breaks from one

hour to  h a l f - a n - h o u r  (a l though the company pays f o r  one

hour) ,  the end o f  c o f fe e  breaks,  and g r e a t e r  c o n t ro ls  on

c h a t t in g ,  long breaks to  the t o i l e t ,  e tc :

" In  the past  we had one hour to  e a t  and r e s t .  Now 
we have t h i r t y  minutes, the  re s t  i t  i s  paid f o r  but 
we cannot use i t  in  f u l l " .  ( I n f .  2 9 ) .

"They have ended the c o f fe e  break. I  work e ig h t
hours s tanding up. We used to  have a small break in
the middle o f  the s h i f t  but t h i s  has changed. Now 
we only  s i t  down to  r e s t  a l i t t l e  during  our meal 
b r e a k " . ( I n f . 3 8 ) .

"Today the  worker is  not e n t i t l e d  to  a day bonus to  
have a day o f f  and s o r t  h is  th ings  o u t" .  ( I n f .  4 2 ) .

F i n a l l y  the  " repress ion"  was a lso  exper ienced ,  according

to workers, in the  pressure put on them to  work under unsafe

and improper c o n d i t io n s ,  in a p o l ic y  o f  "production a t  any

c o st" .  I t  was a l le g e d  by the  informants t h a t  the p l a n t ’ s

equipment was working a t  f u l l  c a p a c i ty  and was o f te n  not

11. Ari  Souto ’ s s t y l e  o f  management a t  the  N at iona l  Stee l  
Company can be c h a r a c te r is e d  as a ” r i t u a l i s a t i o n "  of  
a u t h o r i t y .  His s t y l e  c rea ted  a myth among company employees.  
This was due to  the d i r e c t  and s t r i c t  way in  which Ari  Souto 
went around the p la n t  g iv in g  orders and i n i t i a t i n g  rows w ith  
superv isors  and eng ineers ,  d e sp i te  the presence of  workers.
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being p ro p e r ly  m ain ta ined .  Many maintenance workers s tressed

t h a t  th e r e  was a reduct ion  in the  p re v e n t iv e  type of

maintenance and t h a t  the equipment was not being p ro p e r ly

cared f o r ,  thus c r e a t in g  a d d i t io n a l  danger f o r  workers.  In

f a c t ,  in  November 1988 the most important  Open Hearth furnace

in the p l a n t  caught f i r e  and was almost l o s t .  In  t h i s

ac c id en t  two people were k i l l e d .  An in q u i r y  se t  by the

government confirmed w o rk e rs ’ a l l e g a t i o n s  about inadequate

maintenance, improper running o f  the equipment,  and exposure

of  workers to  dangerous c o n d i t io n s .  Th is  event  i l l u s t r a t e d

what workers cla imed to  be ta k ing  p lace  around the s te e l

p la n t  as a whole. According to  workers:

"Although management was developing a p lan to  
prevent  acc idents  a t  work, only  t h i s  year (1988 )  
th e re  have been 7 f a t a l  acc idents  in  the p l a n t .
There is  a lso  a g re a t  number of ac c id en ts  which are  
not reported  and in which the worker cont inues  
working. I  a t t r i b u t e  t h i s  to  the  g r e a t  "running  
about" t h a t  one f in d s  in  the p l a n t .  Product ion  has 
been a c c e le ra te d  and the  p la n t  today i s  bea t in g  i t s  
own production records .  ( . . . )  The equipment is  
being taken to  the l i m i t " .  ( I n f  5 3 ) .

"There is  a l o t  of  pressure on us. They are p u t t in g  
a l o t  o f  pressure and the r e s u l t  is  the  incre as e  in  
a c c id e n ts .  People are  working as they  can in s id e  
and the equipment is  not bear ing the  s t r a i n  e i t h e r .
( . . . )  They are not being p ro p e r ly  m a in ta in e d " .
( I n f .  5 6 ) .

"We are being pressured to  work a t  any cost  in  the  
p l a n t .  We are o b l ig e d  to  do the jo b  in  the time  
s t i p u l a t e d  by management, no m a t te r  what. Even w i thou t  
c o n d i t io n s ,  th e re  are  no spare p a r t s ,  and th e  worker has 
to  f i n d  h is  own s o lu t io n s ,  no m at te r  what" .  ( I n f .  3 3 ) .

The aggregate data  on dangerous working c o n d i t io n s  and 

the number of  acc idents  in  the p la n t  are  presented in  the  

f o l lo w in g  t a b l e s .  I t  is  p o ss ib le  to observe in Tables 6 .3  and
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6 .4  t h a t  d e s p i te  the "Zero Acc ident Programme” , not only  did  

the number o f  acc idents  grow in t h i s  pe r io d ,  but t h e i r  

"degree o f  g r a v i t y "  a lso  increased.
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Table 6.3

Number o f  Acc iden ts  With Loss o f  Work-Time

Year Number o f  Acc iden ts

1985 81

1986 97

1987 83

1988 66

1989 58

Na t iona l  S tee l  Company.

Table 6.4

Index o f  Ser iousness* o f  Acc iden ts  a t  Work, w i th  
Loss o f  Work-Time

Year Index o f  Ser iousness*

1985 401

1986 553

1987 229

1988 811

1989 669

o f  Ser iousness i s  ob ta in ed  by c a l c u l a t i n g  the  r e l a t i o n  
between the  number o f  workers in  p rodu c t ion  X l o s t  
work hours by a c c id e n ts ,  and the  t o t a l  o f  workers /hours  
worked.

Source: "Rea l izacoes  e P e r s p e c t i v a s " . 1990 page 7. 
Na t iona l  S tee l  Company.
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As I  w i l l  show in the next s e c t io n ,  the  problem of  

" repress ion"  and the issue o f  dangerous working co n d i t io n s  

were taken up as an im portant  banner by the union. A 

grievance  c a l l i n g  f o r  "an end to  company repress ion"  appeared 

in the u n io n ’ s 1988 Wage Campaign Agenda and was on the top 

l i s t  o f  demands during the  May 1989 n e g o t ia t io n s  which took  

place d i r e c t l y  between the M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union and the  

M in is t e r  o f  Labour. I t  w i l l  f u r t h e r  be shown t h a t ,  a l though  

the repress ion  in s ta te d  in  the p l a n t  a f t e r  August 1987 h i t  

hard a t  the e x i s t i n g  s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n ,  i t  d id not 

e l i m in a t e  i t  com plete ly .  I t  w i l l  be shown how workers  

organised in "c la n d es t in e  committees" dur ing  the p e r io d .

F i n a l l y ,  as a l rea dy  mentioned in  Chapter 4,  s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  over dangerous and hazardous working c o n d i t io n s  

have been a c e n t r a l  issue f o r  t h i s  group o f  s te e l  w o rkers , f o r  

a long per iod  o f  t ime.  I t  is  po ss ib le  to  argue t h a t ,  in  the  

1984-1987 p e r io d ,  the union p o l i t i c s ,  the  work o f  the CIPA 

re p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and the cases a g a in s t  the company in the  

labour co ur ts  allowed f o r  a r e l a t i v e  improvement. But the  

s i t u a t i o n  w i th  regard to working c o n d i t io n s  d e t e r io r a t e d  once 

again in  1987. The use o f  the labour co ur ts  by union and 

workers to  extend t h e i r  r ig h ts  o f  p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  

dangerous and hazardous working c o n d i t io n s  w i l l  be taken up 

in g r e a te r  d e t a i l  in Chapter 8 o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .
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3. Company Repression A ga inst th e  Workers and th e  Union A f t e r  

August 1987 and th e  Consequences f o r  Union P o l i t i c s

3 . 1 .  Company Repression and th e  M e ta lw o rk e rs 1 Union

As we saw in the l a s t  c h a p te r ,  company repression of  

p o l i t i c a l  m i l i t a n c y  and s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l is a t io n  ins ide  the  

p la n t  took i t s  f u l l  fo rc e  immedia te ly  a f t e r  the August 1987 

s t r i k e .  A l to g e t h e r ,  58 employees were dismissed, 22 of  whom 

were e i t h e r  union o f f i c i a l s  or CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . The tu rn  

to  repression  a lso  involved the c lo s in g  o f  a l l  b i p a r t i t e  

commissions and annulment o f  a l l  o rg a n is a t io n a l  c lauses  

guaranteed under past agreements. Union leaders  were denied  

e n try  to  the p la n t  and s h o p - f lo o r  d iscussions on, f o r  

example, the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  " f a c t o r y  committees" were 

suspended. Those m i l i t a n t s  who stayed in  the p la n t  were 

constra ined w ith  the t h r e a t  o f  d is m is s a l .

The onset o f  company repress io n  shook the union in 

s i g n i f i c a n t  ways, f o r  not only  d id  i t  i n t e r r u p t  s h o p - f lo o r  

o rg a n is a t io n  and cut w i th  the o rg a n ic  l i n k  allowed by the  

presence o f  union o f f i c i a l s  in the  p l a n t ,  i t  a lso  ra ised  new 

issues f o r  the in t e r n a l  o r g a n is a t io n  o f  the  union. The union 

wanted to  in corpo ra te  the sacked workers in to  i t s  

a d m in is t ra t io n  but t h a t  would mean an impossib le burden in 

terms of  wages; in the end i t  was on ly  the  union o f f i c i a l s  

and some CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i  ves who became f u l l  t ime union 

o f f i  ci a l s .
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The i n c o r p o r a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  new o f f i c i a l s ,  a l l  t r y i n g  t o

in f lu e n c e  dec is ion-m aking  on sh or t  and lo ng- te rm  issues,

created  new problems and s p l i t s  w i t h in  th e  union e x e c u t iv e .

The case o f  Elmo i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  process. Elmo, a se n io r

s k i l l e d  worker a t  the N a t iona l  S tee l  Company, had been a

union o f f i c i a l  s ince  the  1986 e le c t i o n s  and was l a i d - o f f  in

August 1987. A f t e r  t h i s ,  he was in corpo ra ted  in to  the union

as a f u l l  t ime o f f i c i a l .  However, as he po in ted  out:

" I  was used to  work in s id e  the company as an a c t i v i s t  
and did not know how the union worked or  the
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  th in g s  t h a t  were invo lved  in the  running  
of  a union. As i t  turned ou t ,  m yse lf  and fo u r  o ther  
o f f i c i a l s  d iscovered i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  around 3 ,000  US 
d o l l a r s  which had been sent to  us from a fo r e ig n
i n s t i t u t i o n .  Things got r e a l l y  bad w i th  the r e s t  o f  the
d i r e c t o r s ,  s p e c i a l l y  those l in k e d  to  Juarez ,  who s t a r t e d  
to  put pressure f o r  us to  r e s ig n ."

Although Elmo and the o ther  fo u r  o f f i c i a l s  were not ab le  

to prove t h e i r  a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  f i n a n c i a l  mismanagement, they  

ended up re s ig n in g  from the  union e x e c u t iv e ,  as a d i r e c t  

r e s u l t  o f  pressure from the re s t  o f  the  group o f  union

o f f i c i a l s  and the i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  ho ld ing  on the t h e i r  

posts. I t  might be suggested t h a t  t h i s  episode showed the  

increased le v e l  o f  c o n f l i c t  w i th in  the  union lea d e rs h ip  and 

the d i f f i c u l t y  of  implementing a democrat ic  type o f  union 

government and c le a r  forms o f  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  about union 

deci si ons .
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3 . 2 .  New Developments on th e  Shop-F loor and th e  Dilemmas o f  

th e  "New U n io n is t"  Union

Despite  the " r e p r e s s io n " , a c t iv is m  in s id e  the s h o p - f lo o r  

s low ly  re turned  a f t e r  1988, even though the  t h r e a t  of  l a y 

o f f s  and in d iv id u a l  persecut ion  of  workers were s t i l l  h igh.  

According to  accounts, past p ra c t ic e s  o f  m i l i t a n c y ,  developed 

from the days o f  the "Union Opposit ion Group" in 1979, were 

r e - a c t i v a t e d  in c la n d e s t in e  committees:

" In  1988 some o rg a n is a t io n  s t a r t e d  to  re-emerge on the  
s h o p - f lo o r .  The idea was to  s t a r t  g r a s s - r o o ts  groups in  
as many d i f f e r e n t  departments as p o s s ib le  and expand 
them over t im e .  In  p r i n c i p l e  i t  would be c la n d e s t in e  
a c t i v i t y ,  and the major innovat io n  was the  proposal t h a t  
each one o f  these groups would w r i t e  i t s  own " s h o p - f lo o r  
b u l l e t i n s "  and d i s t r i b u t e  them among co l leagu es .  The 
union would give f i n a n c i a l  support  f o r  the  production o f  
these b u l l e t i n s .  Each group had a d i f f e r e n t  code name. 
In  the meetings in s id e  the s h o p - f l o o r ,  we would have a 
good number o f  workers.  At one p o in t  in my department,  
we p r in te d  around 400 b u l l e t i n s  and d i s t r i b u t e d  them 
among the workers. In  the  union we would meet between 10 
to  15 workers and discuss the developments o f  our work 
in s id e  our own s h o p - f lo o r  department ( . . . ) .  The themes 
covered in the s h o p - f lo o r  meetings were r e la te d  to  
s p e c i f i c  problems o f  each department,  as w e l l  as general  
problems common to  a l l  workers, such as wages, s a fe ty  a t  
work and the " repress i  o n " . The theme o f  " repression" was 
very popular  among the mates. We a ls o  had weekly  
meetings in the union w i th  those who were more committed 
w ith  the  work". ( I n f .  4 0 ) .

"The g r a s s - r o o t  groups were c la n d e s t in e  groups. For 
example I  am an a c t i v i s t  in  a c e r t a i n  department on the  
s h o p - f lo o r  and I  t a l k  to  workers i n d i v i d u a l l y  and t r y  to  
commit them to  come to  meetings ( . . . ) .  Since th ere  was 
a l o t  o f  "spies" on the s h o p - f lo o r  a t  the t im e,  we 
developed codes amongst us so t h a t  we pro tected  
ourse lves  ag a in s t  these s p ie s " .  ( I n f .  2 6 ) .

According to  in fo rm ants ,  th e re  were a t  l e a s t  seven

c la n d e s t in e  f a c t o r y  committees w ith  code names r e la t e d  to  the

s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i t y .  At f i r s t ,  owing to  th e  danger of  being

discovered ,  only those workers i d e n t i f i e d  as r e l i a b l e  were
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i n v i t e d  to  take  p a r t .  As f a r  as I know, the  leaders  o f  these

committees were made up o f  young a c t i v i s t s  who had been

p o l i t i c i s e d  by the s t r i k e  events and s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l i s a t io n .

The in n o v a t iv e  aspect o f  t h i s  new s h o p - f lo o r  type of

o r g a n is a t io n  was t h a t  i t  took shape w i th o u t  the d i r e c t

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the union, s ince i t s  o f f i c i a l s  were banned

from the company’ s premises. Although the  union backed them

up, these committees had a high le v e l  o f  autonomy. One union

o f f i c i a l  wrote the f o l lo w i n g  about the emergence o f  these

s h o p - f lo o r  groups:

" ( . . . )  The workers s t a r t e d  to  organ ise  in s id e  th e  s te e l  
p l a n t .  Why did they do t h a t  w i th o u t  the union? Because 
the union could no longer e n te r  the p l a n t ,  on ly  through  
i t s  weekly b u l l e t i n s .  Ever s ince the August 1987 s t r i k e  
no union o f f i c i a l  had the r i g h t  to  e n te r  the p l a n t .  The 
workers s t a r t e d  t h e i r  own s h o p - f lo o r  .committees and of  
course, the union gave them a l l  the  support they needed. 
However, when the union was informed about these new 
developments,  the s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  was w e l l  under 
way. ( . . . ) .  This  proved how t h e i r  o r g a n is a t io n  was 
autonomous from the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  any p a r t i c u l a r  
p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n ” . (Ve iga  e Fonseca 1 9 9 0 :7 7 ) .

Although the above s tatement could g ive the impression

t h a t  autonomous s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  was welcomed by the

union o f f i c i a l s  w i thou t  any r e s t r i c t i o n ,  i t  seems t h a t  t h i s

was not q u i t e  t r u e .  The e x t e n t  to  which th e re  was a te ns io n

between these autonomous s h o p - f lo o r  groups and the union was

ra is e d  by a s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t  who was one of the le a d e rs  of

the committees:

" ( . . . )  Sometimes the  union was not happy w i th  the  way we 
developed our movement in s id e  the  s h o p - f lo o r  or the  
types o f  demands and gr ievances  ra ised  by these groups.  
I  myself  was once c a l l e d  in to  the union by the  
e x e c u t iv e .  They sa id  to  me: "you should understand t h a t  
the t imes are not a p p r o p r ia te  f o r  t h i s  type o f  demand, 
e t c " .  My p o s i t io n ,  to g e th e r  w ith  o th e r  mates on the  
s h o p - f lo o r ,  is  t h a t  these s h o p - f lo o r  committees are  
i ndependent from the uni o n . ( . . . ) .  The base i s the  base .
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I f  we need the union o f f i c i a l s  we c a l l  them, we meet 
w ith  them. Of course, th e re  has been a process whereby 
s h o p - f lo o r  leaders  became union o f f i c i a l s ,  so th ere  is  
a strong l i n k  between both l e v e l s .  The l i n k  is  made but 
w ith  independence from the union e x e c u t iv e .  Although we 
are l in k e d  to  the union, we are independent from the  
union in terms of  ideas" .  ( I n f .  51 ) .

This  issue i l l u s t r a t e s  one of the major dilemmas of  the  

"new u n io n is t"  movement, which may be s ta te d  as fo l lo w s .  

Although the new leade rs h ip  is  committed to  autonomous 

o rg a n is a t io n s  a t  the s h o p - f lo o r  l e v e l ,  i t  is  faced a t  the  

same time w i th  the danger o f  seeing the  emergence o f  a 

" p a r a l l e l  un ion",  t h a t  might t h r e a t  t h e i r  own lea d e rs h ip .

This type o f  dilemma appeared not on ly  in  connection  

w ith  these new s h o p - f lo o r  committees, but was a lso  present  in  

the m i l i t a n t  use of  the CIPA. We have seen in previous  

chapters how CIPA became a channel f o r  increased ac t iv is m  of  

workers a f t e r  1986. According to  workers,  the CIPA before  

1986 was not ve ry  e f f e c t i v e  because i t s  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  were 

not a l l  m i l i t a n t  a c t i v i s t s .  E le c t io n s  f o r  CIPA 

re p re s e n t a t iv e s  were under the c o n tro l  o f  the company and the  

work done by CIPA was not very e f f e c t i v e  ( 1 2 ) .

A f t e r  1986, however, as a r e s u l t  o f  the  general increase  

in m o b i l i s a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n  on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  e le c t i o n s  

f o r  CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  were s t ro n g ly  organised by union 

o f f i c i a l s  and s h o p - f lo o r  m i l i t a n t s .  In  p r a c t i c e  t h i s  meant 

t h a t  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s  put t h e i r  names forward as

12. I t  should be noted t h a t  from 1978 up to  1988 the o f f i c i a l  
format o f  the CIPA was one o f  a b i p a r t i t e  committee, w i th  
r e p re s e n ta t io n  from company management and workers,  under 
p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  ru le  r e la t e d  w i th  the s i z e  o f  the  workforce  
and the  degree of  danger in the  na ture  o f  the product ive  
a c t i v i t y  in th e  p la n t .  For more d e t a i l s  see Sect ion 1.3  in  
Chapter 4 and Sect ion 1.1 in Chapter 5.
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candidates  and u s u a l ly  won the mandate. Although I  was not  

ab le  to  o b ta in  f u l l  data  on the e l e c t i o n  r e s u l t s  f o r  the  CIPA 

over the years ,  I  found a strong r e l a t i o n  between a c t i v i s t s  

and CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . In o th e r  words, many o f  the shop- 

f l o o r  a c t i v i s t s  whom I in te rv iew ed  were a ls o ,  or had been a t  

some p o in t  in  t im e ,  a CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  in s id e  the s te e l  

p l a n t .

I  have i n t e r p r e t e d  the use o f  the CIPA under these new 

grounds as an in n o v a t iv e  p r a c t ic e  o f  the  "new u n io n is t"  union 

in which what was to  be a b u re a u c ra t ic  committee c rea ted  by 

CLT Law, was turned in to  an instrum ent o f  p o l i t i c a l  

m o b i l is a t io n  on the  s h o p - f lo o r .  What be fore  was a channel 

opened up by governmental l e g i s l a t i o n  to  a l lo w  f o r  some 

discussion and improvement in the high l e v e ls  o f  acc idents  

and hazardous working cond i t ion s  in the c o u n t r y ’ s f a c t o r i e s  

and p la n t s ,  was used by the “new u n io n is t"  leaders  as an 

a d d i t io n a l  channel f o r  m o b i l is a t io n  and o r g a n is a t io n  of  

workers, in meetings and courses ( 1 3 ) .

The use o f  the  CIPA by the "new u n io n is t "  leaders  and 

a c t i v i s t s  had two important  e f f e c t s .  The f i r s t  was to  a l lo w  

f o r  an e x t r a  channel o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  and o r g a n is a t io n  o f

13. Based on an educat iona l  bo ok le t  on the CIPA by CEDRO 
(Centre  f o r  the  Defense of  Workers R e p re se n ta t io n )  in  Sao 
Paulo and a survey c a r r ie d  out by IPEA/IPLAN on state-owned  
company employees and the d e m o c ra t is a t io n  o f  the  
management/workers r e l a t i o n ,  i t  is  p o ss ib le  to  suggest t h a t  
the p o l i t i c i s e d  used o f  CIPA by workers is  not e x c lu s iv e  to  
the s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  the N at iona l  S tee l  Company. According to  
both sources,  t h i s  p r a c t ic e  has been a t rend  among o th e r  
groups o f  workers under "new u n io n is t"  unions. For more 
d e t a i l s  see CEDRO, "Manual on the R igh ts  Granted by CIPA".  
Sao Paulo. 1988 and IPEA/IPLAN, "0 Trabalhador  e a 
Democratizagao das Relagoes de Trabalho nas Empresas 
E s t a t a i s " .  B r a s i l i a .  1990 pages 24 -25 .
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workers,  in  meetings and courses, around an issue so dear to  

them, namely h e a l th  and s a f e t y  issues. The second e f f e c t  was 

t h a t  by e l e c t i n g  s h o p - f lo o r  CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  w i th  "new 

u n io n is t"  ideas ,  a new channel was c rea ted  f o r  w o rk e rs ’ 

re p re s e n ta t io n  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and the  emergence o f  

in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  le a d e rs h ip .  Since the  jo b  o f  a CIPA 

r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  was de f in ed  and regu la ted  by CLT Law, t h i s  new 

lea de rs h ip  could have a lega l  ex is tence  in s id e  the company 

and even be p ro tec te d  a g a in s t  d is m is sa l .

The a d d i t io n a l  p o in t  to  make here ,  however, is  t h a t  as 

the a c t i v i t i e s  around the  CIPA became more and more grounded 

on the in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  le a d e rs h ip ,  the  union e x e c u t iv e  

exer ted  less c o n tro l  over t h i s  channel.  I t  was observed 

during f ie ld w o r k  t h a t  t h i s  channel was used by many workers  

who were in o p p o s i t io n  to  the union but n e v e r th e le s s  had 

developed sound roots  on the s h o p - f lo o r .  Perhaps the best  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  p o in t  i s  the way in which the  "New Union 

Opposit ion" group, s lo w ly  developed a s t r a t e g y  in pursue of  

the e l e c t i o n  o f  i t s  members as CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  ( 1 4 ) .

The p re v io u s ly  mentioned dilemma between encouragement 

of  s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  and t h r e a t  o f  loss o f  d i r e c t  

lea ders h ip  in f lu e n c e  is  c l e a r l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  t h i s  case.  

Although the  "New O ppos it ion  Group" was on ly  a b le  to  ob ta in  

a small number o f  votes in  the union e l e c t i o n s  o f  1986, 

members o f  t h i s  group were ab le  to  become CIPA

14. This p o in t  has been made by the  le a d e r  o f  the "New 
Opposit ion Group", c a l l e d  Cerezo as w el l  as by union 
o f f i c i a l s ,  Wanderlei and J a d i r ,  among o th e rs  in  in te r v ie w s  in 
January /February  1990.
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r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  by cap tu r in g  w o rk e rs ’ vo tes  on the s h o p - f lo o r  

( 15 ) .

4 . The Wage Campaigns and S t r ik e s  in  th e  Period 1988-1990 .  

Developments W ith in  th e  "New U n io n is t"  Union

In  t h i s  se c t io n  I  w i l l  p resent  the  major developments in 

the per iod  1988 to  1990, in  regard to  the wage campaigns, 

s t r i k e s  and c o n f l i c t s  which took p lace  in  the N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company. I t  is  argued t h a t  these developments were 

s i g n i f i c a n t  because they f u r t h e r  i l l u s t r a t e  the problems and 

dilemmas which emerged in the  “new u n io n is t"  union. This  

se c t io n  w i l l  show how the d ispu tes  between fa c t io n s  in s id e  

the union reached c r i s i s  p o in t ,  in  face  o f  the developments  

in the per iod  and how s t ro n g e r  c r i t i c i s m s  were addressed by 

the rank and f i l e  to  the "new u n io n is t "  le a d e rs .  S tee lw orkers  

c r i t i q u e  centred  on the c a l l i n g  o f  n a t io n a l  le v e l  s t r i k e s  a t  

the N a t iona l  Stee l  Company and the lack  of  demarcation  

between union p o l i t i c s  and n a t io n a l  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s .

Th is  per iod  i l l u s t r a t e s ,  perhaps more s t ro n g ly  than any 

other  per iod  under i n v e s t i g a t i o n  here ,  the c lose l in k s  

between union p o l i t i c s  a t  lo c a l  and n a t io n a l  l e v e l .

4 . 1 .  The Developments in  th e  Year 1988

Despite  the government’ s s t a b i l i s a t i o n  plans o f  the  

previous years ,  the accumulated i n f l a t i o n  ra te  f o r  1987 had

15. Th is  was e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  in  the  1989 CIPA e l e c t i o n s .
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reached 415%. Th is  made the wage increase  issue a high  

p r i o r i t y  f o r  workers in the 1988 Annual Work C o n tra c t  Agenda. 

The monetary demands inc luded: 1) wage read jus tm ent ,  based on 

the DIEESE’ s co s t  o f  l i v i n g  index and not the  government’ s 

URP, f o r  the per io d  between May 1987 and A p r i l  1988; and 2)  

a 26.06% wage recovery  to  o f f s e t  the i n f l a t i o n  r a t e  which had 

"vanished" under the Bresser Plan ( 1 6 ) .

The o ther  demands o f  the Annual Work C o n trac t  agenda 

inc luded,  among o th e rs :  1) job s e c u r i t y  f o r  a l l  employees; 2)  

40 hour work-week w ith  36 hour work week f o r  those on n ig h t  

s h i f t  work; 3) an "end to  the " repress ion"  in s id e  the  s t e e l  

p la n t " ;  4) readmission o f  a l l  those l a i d - o f f  by the  company 

in August 1987; 5)  es tab l ish m e nt  o f  a formal p r i n c i p l e  o f

"same job/same wage"; 6) a "w o rkers ’ CIPA" w i th

re p re s e n ta t io n  e x c l u s i v e l y  by workers and the o r g a n is a t io n  o f  

the CIPA e l e c t i o n  e x c lu s iv e ly  by the union; 7) o f f i c i a l  

company r e c o g n i t io n  of  union re p r e s e n t a t iv e s  e le c te d  on the  

s h o p - f lo o r ,  and 8) d is c lo s u re  to  the union o f  the company’ s 

Job and Wage C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  Scheme ( 1 6 ) .

Given the  re p re s s iv e  atmosphere which predominated in  

the p la n t  a f t e r  the August 1987 s t r i k e ,  and given the  

advanced na ture  o f  the demands put forward by the  workers,

16. Source: I tems 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 o f  the  "Annual Work
Contract"  Agenda, "The 1988 Grievances to  Management". 
Metal w o rkers ’ Union. March 25 1988.

For more d e t a i l s  on the Bresser economic plan and the  
consequences f o r  workers wages, f see "As Relacoes  
T r a b a lh is ta s "  in  " B ra s i l  1987: R e l a t o r i o  Sobre a S i tuacao
Socia l  do Pa-fs" . UNICAMP 1989.

16. Source: I tems 8, 11, 13, 20, 21, 22, 30, 31, 32 and 34 o f  
the "Annual Work C ontrac t"  agenda. "The 1988 Grievances to  
Management". Metal  w o rk e rs ’ Union. March 25 1988.
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n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  the company soon broke down. Management 

took an in t r a n s i g e n t  p o s i t i o n .  I t  a l l e g e d  t h a t  i t  had no 

autonomy to  decide and was dependent on C ISE ’ s r e s o lu t io n s  

f o r  the g ra n t in g  o f  monetary as w e l l  as o th e r  demands. I t  

must have seemed t h a t  management was pushing the union f o r  a 

t e s t  o f  s t re n g t h .  Perhaps management c a lc u la t e d  t h a t  workers  

were in no c o n d i t io n  to  s t r i k e  because o f  the  developments  

since 1987 and the repress ion  in s id e  the  p l a n t .

However, ins tead  o f  f e a r  or acquiescence, management’ s 

p o s i t io n  generated high l e v e l s  o f  w o rk e rs ’ mobi1 i s a t i o n . Th is  

was j u s t i f i e d  by workers as r e la t e d  to  t h e i r  g re a t  

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i th  the i n f l a t i o n a r y  e ro s io n  o f  wages and 

the g e n e r a l ly  c o erc ive  atmosphere in the  p l a n t .  As we have 

seen, d e s p i te  the repress ion  a f t e r  August 1987, workers were 

once again organised through s h o p - f lo o r  committees and work 

around CIPA. Moreover, a lthough r e s t r i c t e d  to  the p l a n t  gates  

and unauthorised s h o p - f lo o r  en tran ces ,  the union was once 

again engaged in g ra s s - ro o ts  work.

On the  o ther  hand, a l though the c la n d e s t in e  committees  

were working s u c c e s s fu l ly ,  i t  was d i f f i c u l t  f o r  the union 

leaders  to  assess the le v e l  o f  m o b i l i s a t io n  amongst the  rank 

and f i l e  as a whole.

Since phase one o f  my f i e ld w o r k  was c a r r i e d  out during  

t h i s  per iod  ( A p r i l / J u l y  19 88 ) ,  I  was ab le  to  a t ten d  severa l  

o f  the p u b l ic  assemblies and meetings c a l l e d  by the union  

( 1 7 ) .  The mass meetings were a t tended  by 8 ,000  to  10,000

17. For d e t a i l s  on my f i e ld w o r k  during  t h i s  pe r io d ,  see 
Chapter 1.

388



workers,  according to  union e s t im a te s ,  and they a t te s te d  to  

the f a c t  t h a t  workers were p u t t in g  pressure  on the union to  

s t r i k e .  A f t e r  two weeks o f  meetings and n e g o t ia t io n s  between 

union o f f i c i a l s  and management, t a l k s  broke down w ith  the  

d e c la r a t io n  o f  a d i s s i d i o  c o l e t i v o  by management. The union 

then recommended s t r i k e  a c t io n  to  i t s  base, which immediately  

endorsed the c a l 1.

The May 1988 s t r i k e  was the  s t e e l  w o rkers ’ s ix th

"occupation s t r i k e "  a t  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company and las ted  

only  two days. (See Appendix o f  the  t h e s i s ) .  I t  can be

suggested t h a t  owing to  w o rk e rs ’ high le v e l  o f  m o b i l is a t io n  

and a p a r t i c u l a r  con juncture  f o r  the  company, management

c a l le d  f o r  n e g o t ia t io n s  immediate ly  a f t e r  the s t a r t  o f  the  

s t r i k e  and an agreement was q u ic k ly  worked out ( 1 8 ) .

The f i n a l  Agreement was a 39,65% wage increase pending 

a r u l in g  by the c o u r t  ( 1 9 ) .  Although the un ion ’ s

o rg a n is a t io n a l  proposals  were not g ran ted ,  the  s t r i k e  secured 

a major gain in t h a t  the  company ended w ith  the

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  of  employment r i g h t s  between those h ired

a f t e r  1983, by g ran t in g  them the  same b e n e f i t s  as those

allowed f o r  the  o ther  groups o f  workers.

The ne ga t iv e  outcome o f  t h i s  May 1988 s t r i k e  was the

18. The developments from th e  beginning o f  the "Wage 
Campaign" Per iod ,  the o r g a n is a t io n  o f  th e  s t r i k e  and the  
f i n a l i s a t i o n  o f  the agreement between the Metal w orkers ’ Union 
and company management can be fo l lo w e d  in union b u l l e t i n s  of  
the p e r io d .  Sources: B u l l e t i n s  o f  the  Metal w o rke rs ’ Union,  
numbers 310 to  363, from March 29 1988 up to  June 6 1988.

19. Source: "The 1988 Work C o n tra c t  Agreement". Metal w orkers ’ 
Union and "The C o l l e c t i v e  Agreement o f  1988".  Nat iona l  Steel  
Company, June 3 1988.
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emergence o f  a s p l i t  between th re e  union o f f i c i a l s  and the  

r e s t  o f  the e x e c u t iv e  board. The opposing group was led by 

the union o f f i c i a l  Lopes, who had been having a d i f f i c u l t  

time in m a in ta in in g  h is  p o s i t io n  in s id e  the  union s ince 1985.  

O f f i c i a l l y ,  the  d is p u te  broke out because Lopes a l le g e d  a t  a 

mass meeting o f  some 8 ,000  workers t h a t  Juarez Antunes and 

his  supporters  were using union funds to  promote J u a r e z ’ 

campaign f o r  mayor in the forthcoming November e l e c t i o n s .  

Although t h i s  a l l e g a t i o n  might have been c o r r e c t ,  the p u b l ic  

a u d i t  which was c a r r i e d  out was not a b le  to  prove i t .

This  in c id e n t  on ly  scra tched the  su rface  of the rea l  

disputes  which were ta k in g  p lace  between Lopes and o th e r  

union leade rs ,  on id e o lo g ic a l  and p o l i t i c a l  grounds. In  f a c t ,  

as shown in Chapter 5, Lopes’ p o s i t io n  w i t h in  the union had 

always met w ith  c r i t i c i s m  from o th er  union o f f i c i a l s ,  because 

of h is  p o l i c i e s  which the  o th e rs  d e f in e d  as " p o p u l i s t ” and 

"demagogic". Lopes emphasised the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  aspects o f  

the union and held t h a t  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  should continue to  

be o f f e r e d ,  even by a "new u n io n is t "  un ion.  He was in favou r  

of d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  the  I n d u s t r i a l  Department in  the  

p l a n t ,  to  s o r t  out  the in d iv id u a l  problems of s te e l  w o rk e rs . 

In s h o r t ,  Lopes’ p o s i t io n  d i r e c t l y  c lashed w ith  the views o f  

other  union o f f i c i a l s  who were in fa v o u r  o f  a more m i l i t a n t  

p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  th e  union.

In  any e v en t ,  the  union le a d e rs h ip  d e a l t  w i th  y e t  

another i n t e r n a l  c r i s i s  in th e  same way as i t  had done in  

1984/1985 and in 1987, when groups o f  opposing members were 

e x p e l led  from the e x e c u t iv e  or  had to  re s ig n ,  unable to  c a r ry
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out f u r t h e r  t h e i r  union mandate. In  August 1988, Lopes and 

the two o ther  union d i r e c t o r s  involved in  the d is p u te  were 

ex pe l led  from o f f i c e  a f t e r  a meeting in the  union e x e c u t iv e .  

Once again ,  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  the "new u n io n is t "  l e a d e r s ’ 

in cap ac i ty  to  c o n c i l i a t e  opposing views w i t h in  t h e i r  own 

p o l i t i c s .  Yet again i t  undermined the u n io n ’ s commitment to  

a democratic union regime.

A f te r  t h e i r  e x p u ls io n ,  Lopes and h is  f o l lo w e r s  made the  

dispute p u b l ic  in  newspaper a r t i c l e s  and rad io  broadcasts ,  

and t r i e d  to  undermine the  work o f  the "new u n io n is t "  union 

with a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  c o r r u p t io n  and mis-management. Lopes and 

his group presented themselves as a formal union o p p o s i t io n  

group in the June 1989 e l e c t i o n s  f o r  the Metal workers ’ Union. 

By t h i s  t im e,  Lopes was o f f i c i a l l y  l in k e d  to  the  CGT and 

presented h is  e l e c t o r a l  p la t fo rm  as an o p p o s i t io n  between the  

CGT’ s "unionism o f  r e s u l t s "  and CUT’ s " c l a s s i s t  unionism". I  

w i l l  re tu rn  to  th e  union e l e c t i o n  in Sect ion  5 o f  the  

c h a p te r .

At the n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  1988 was a very im portant  year  in  

the dem o cra t isa t ion  process when the f i n a l  r e s u l t s  o f  the  

C on st i tuen t  Assembly were voted on in  Congress. The 

amendments to  r e v is e  th e  c o r p o r a t i s t  system and the  CLT Law 

produced a strong debate  among w o rke rs ’ c o n fe d e ra t io n s .  The 

issues of  union autonomy from the  s t a t e  and the end o f  the  

union ta x ,  were top on the  agenda ( 2 0 ) .

20. In Chapter 2 I  d iscuss the issue a t  g r e a te r  len g th  and 
show t h a t  a lthough the  "new u n io n is t"  movement was s t ro n g ly  
in favour o f  d is m a n t l in g  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  system, they  voted  
in favour o f  the  maintenance o f  the p r i n c i p l e  o f  "union 
u n ic i t y "  and f o r  the  maintenance o f  the union t a x .
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The new c o n s t i t u t i o n  was adopted in  October o f  1988. 

Many au thors  have in t e r p r e t e d  i t  as o f  l i b e r a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  

d esp i te  i t s  f a i l u r e  to  advance of  the  land reform issue  

( 2 1 ) .  In  terms the general r ig h ts  o f  workers ,  th e re  is  a 

consensus t h a t  w o rke rs ’ r ig h ts  were expanded in the  

C o n s t i t u t io n  by, f o r  example the i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  the 44 hour 

working-week and a p o l i t i c a l  amnesty f o r  a l l  workers who had 

been dismissed as the r e s u l t  o f  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  On the other  

hand, th e r e  are competing views about the  f a t e  o f  c o r p o r a t is t  

system and the Labour Code under the new C o n s t i t u t io n  (2 2 ) .  

Although the p r i n c i p l e  o f  union u n i c i t y  and the union tax  

remained under the new system, some o f  the  changes can be 

regarded as s i g n i f i c a n t ,  most no tab ly :  1) the  M in is t r y  of

Labour no longer held any r i g h t  of c o n tro l  and su perv is ion  of  

the unions, which were f r e e  to  organise  t h e i r  own s t a tu te s  

and i n t e r n a l  s t r u c t u r e ;  2) s h o p - f lo o r  re p re s e n ta t io n  of  

workers became a law fu l  a c t i v i t y ,  to  ta ke  p lace in every  

company in  the country ;  and 3) the CIPA became a committee 

e x c lu s iv e ly  o f  workers, w i th  the p r e s i d e n t i a l  post to  be held 

by workers and w ith  the expansion o f  the  index fo r  

p ro p o r t io n a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  ( 2 3 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  a lthough sub ject

21. For a d e t a i l e d  debate on the issue, see Chapter 2 of  t h i s  
th e s is  and "Os D i r e i t o s  S o c ia is  na Nova C o n s t i t u in te "  
Cadernos CUT. January 1989.

22. For more d e t a i l s  about t h i s  debate,  see Souza, A. "Do 
Corpora t iv ismo ao Neo-Corporat iv ismo: Dilemas da Reforma 
S in d ica l  no B r a s i l " .  1988 and M art ins  Rodrigues, L. P ar t idos  
e S in d ic a to s .  E s c r i to s  de S o c io lo g ia  P o l i^ t ic a . 1990

23. Source: "A Nova C o n s t i tu ic a o  B r a s i l e i r a " .  October 1988. 
For a d e t a i l e d  assessment o f  w orkers ’ r i g h t s  in  the new 
C o n s t i t u t io n ,  see "Os D i r e i t o s  S oc ia is  na Nova Consti t u i  n t e " , 
op. c i t .  1989 and Keck, M. "The "New Unionism" in B r a z i l i a n
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to  f u r t h e r  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  the r i g h t  to  s t r i k e  was proclaimed  

l e g a l .

At the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company, workers were fa c in g  a 

severe wage f r e e z e  during t h i s  p e r io d .  The government had 

r e c e n t ly  " e l im in a te d "  the June and Ju ly  URP o f  wage 

adjustments ,  in a c o n te x t  o f  high i n f l a t i o n  l e v e l s .  This  was 

producing g re a t  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  among workers who, according  

to  accounts, were f i n d i n g  i t  d i f f i c u l t  even to  pay t h e i r  food 

b i l l s .  As soon as the  new C o n s t i t u t io n  was signed,  workers  

a l l  over the country  s t a r t e d  p u t t in g  pressure on employers to  

adopt the new r i g h t s  granted by the C o n s t i t u t io n .  At the  

N ationa l  S tee l  Company, the most im portant  issue became the  

implementation o f  44 work ing-hour  week because o f  the harsh 

working c o n d i t io n s  faced by s te e lw o rke rs  ( 2 4 ) .  Company 

management, however, i n s is t e d  t h a t  th e re  was an economic 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y  in implementing a cut  on the working hours.

Management’ s in t ra n s ig e n c e  on t h i s  issue, to g e th e r  w ith  

the t i g h t  wage squeeze, may help to  e x p la in  the  d e c la r a t io n  

of  yet  another occupat ion  s t r i k e  in  November 6, 1988 ( 2 5 ) .  

I t  was a loca l  s t r i k e  which emerged out of  lo ca l  problems, 

r e l a t i n g  n e i th e r  to  a wage campaign period  nor to  any

T r a n s i t io n "  in D em ocra t iz ing  B r a z i l . 1989.

24. According to  A r t i c l e s  X I I I  and XIV o f  Chapter 2 o f  the  
new C o n s t i t u t io n ,  the d u ra t io n  of  a working-week could not 
exceed 44 hours ( e i g h t  hours per day) o r ,  s ix  hours per day 
in cases o f  c o n t i n u o u s - s h i f t  i n d u s t r i e s .  Source: Consti t u i  cao 
da Republica F e d e r a t iv a  do B r a s i l . 1988 page 12.

25. I n f l a t i o n  ra te s  in th e  months between A p r i l  and November 
1988, were on average between 19% and 27% monthly . Source: 
"Macrometrica"/  Jorna l  do B ra s i l  Research U n i t .  February  
1 990.
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n a t io n a l  lev e l  movement. The s t r i k e r s  demanded: 1) adoption  

by the company o f  the 44 and 36 hour working week; 2) wage 

readjustments in c o r p o ra t in g  the June and Ju ly  URP, th e  so-  

c a l l e d  26.06% o f  the Bresser Plan; 3) an end to  what the  

workers c a l l e d  " rep res s io n"  in the p la n t ,  and 4) an amnesty 

f o r  a l l  workers and union r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  dismissed in  August

1987. I t  is  worth no t ing  t h a t  these demands were not a t  a l l  

ra d ic a l  f o r  the p e r io d ,  s ince the 1988 C o n s t i t u t i o n  had 

granted the  44-hour and 36 -hour-w ork ing  week and the  amnesty.  

Moreover, the 26.06% o f  the  Bresser Plan had by t h i s  time  

been granted to  o th e r  groups o f  workers from the  p r i v a t e  and 

even p u b l ic  s e c to r ,  such as the bank employees from Banco do 

B ra s i l  and Vale  do Rio Doce.

Through previous s t r i k e s ,  union leaders  and s te e lw o rk e rs  

had gained exper ience  in occupying the G e t u l io  Vargas s te e l  

p la n t  o f  the N a t iona l  S te e l  Company. On a l l  occas ions ,  the  

p l a n t ’ s equipment had been w el l  taken care of  and the  s t r i k e s  

had ended w i thou t  problems. As the November 1988 s t r i k e  was 

o f f i c i a l l y  c a l l e d ,  the union took the  usual s teps  to  

guarantee the v i t a l  equipment and m obi l ised  the  workers to  

stop anyone from c o n t in u in g  to  work ( 2 6 ) .  Company d i r e c t o r s  

had p u b l i c l y  dec la red  to  the  media they would not g ive  in 

"one inch" to  the w o rk e rs ’ demands and t h a t  they would w a i t

26. The c a re fu l  p r e p a r a t io n s  f o r  the occupation s t r i k e ,  the  
advice to  workers on th e  maintenance o f  equipment and the  
general o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the  s t r i k e  were the s u b je c t  o f  an 
e x ten s iv e  in te r v ie w  w i th  two union o f f i c i a l s ,  Wanderlei  and 
Wagner among o th e rs ,  and can a lso  be s tud ied  in the  union 
b u l l e t i n s  before  and dur ing  the s t r i k e .  Source: Union
B u l l e t i n s  numbers 452 to  470,  November 1 to  23 1988.
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f o r  workers to  grow t i r e d  and go back to  work ( 2 7 ) .

On the second day o f  s t r i k e ,  P re s id e n t  Sarney and h is  

m i l i t a r y  a d v is e rs  ordered the army to  occupy the  G e t u l io  

Vargas p l a n t  and break the s t r i k e ,  f o r  the fo u r t h  t im e in  

recent  years .  That n ig h t ,  the army occupied the  p l a n t  as a 

war zone, w i th  tanks and m i l i t a r y  t ru c k s ,  machine guns and 

bayonets. The next  day the tense s i t u a t i o n  exploded in to  

d i r e c t  c lashes  between workers and the army. G u e r r i l l a  

t a c t i c s  were ap p l ie d  by the s o l d i e r s ,  w h i le  the workers  

improvised w i th  the m a te r ia l  resources they had a v a i l a b l e .  I t  

has been es t im ated  t h a t  a t  the time o f  the worst  c lashes ,  

th ere  were around 7,000 to  8 ,000 workers in s id e  the  p l a n t ,  

making i t  even more d i f f i c u l t  f o r  the union lea d e rs  to  

organise  and e x e r t  a u t h o r i t y  over them ( 2 8 ) .  When the  army 

s t a r te d  shooting a t  random, the workers concentra ted  around 

the s te e l -m a k in g  p la n t  and se t  up b a r r ic a d e s .  Three young 

s te e lw o rke rs  were shot dead and 100 o thers  were wounded.

As news o f  the army occupation and the w o rk e rs ’ deaths  

spread around the  country ,  a l l  the organised s o c ia l  fo rc e s  

and prominent p o l i t i c a l  f ig u r e s  p u b l ic ly  denounced S arney ’ s 

ac t ion  and demanded a no n -rep ress ive  end to  events .  By the  

time the v io le n c e  subsided, many union o f f i c i a l s  had been 

j a i l e d  and communications w ith  those in s id e  had broken down.

27. According to  a newspaper, the P re s id en t  o f  the N a t iona l  
Steel  Company dec lared  to  the media: "the s te e lw o rk e rs  seem 
very eu ph or ic ,  we w i l l  use the t a c t i c  of  winning them through  
e xhaust ion" .  Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , November 9 1988.

28. In fo rm a t io n  on the November 1988 s t r i k e  has been ob ta ined  
from in te r v ie w s  w i th  in formants 14, 20, 22, 26, 51 and 54 and 
newspaper c u t t in g s  from Jornal do B r a s i 1 and Folha de Sao 
P au lo , November 1988.
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Juarez Antunes, now n a t i o n a l l y  known f e d e r a l  deputy, and 

other  major p o l i t i c a l  f ig u r e s  f i n a l l y  n e g o t ia te d  a safe  e x i t  

f o r  the s t r i k e r s  in  the  e a r ly  hours o f  th e  fo l lo w in g  day. As 

workers l e f t  the  occupied p l a n t ,  they wore masks to  avoid  

being i d e n t i f i e d  and l a t e r  persecuted by the  company and the  

p o l ic e ,  which increased even f u r t h e r  the  dram at ic  ch ara c te r  

of  the events .

The November s t r i k e  a t  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company did  

not end then,  however, but continued f o r  15 more days ou ts ide  

the p la n t  w h i le  the army remained in s id e .  A f t e r  the th re e  

deaths and many in ju r e d  workers, support f o r  the  union and 

i t s  leaders  grew even s t ro n g e r .  Desp ite  the f a c t  t h a t  the  

p la n t  was not producing 13,000 tons o f  l i q u i d  s t e e l  per day 

and t h a t  stocks o f  t i n p l a t e  in  the country  were almost  

exhausted, the government did not g ive  in  to  the  

workers ’ demands ( 2 9 ) .  In s te a d ,  i t  once again s t a r te d  to  

ra is e  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  p r i v a t i s i n g  the  N a t iona l  S tee l  

Company, most probably to  p lace a d d i t io n a l  pressure upon the  

w orkers .

I t  could be argued t h a t  government’ s in t ra n s ig e n c e  in 

the face o f  not very  ra d ic a l  demands was a t e s t  o f  i t s  power 

to  break the o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t re n g th  o f  employees in s t a t e -  

owned companies, in  p re p a ra t io n  f o r  t h e i r  p r i v a t i s a t i o n .

E v e n tu a l ly ,  the  government had to  import  t i n p l a t e s  and 

accumulated huge losses as a r e s u l t  o f  the  s t r i k e .  I t  issued 

an ult imatum to  the  workers: e i t h e r  the s t r i k e  is  ended or

29. According to  o f f i c i a l  sources, the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company 
did not p r o f i t  US$ 85 m i l l i o n  w ith  the 17 days o f  s t r i k e .  
Source: Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , November 23 1988.
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the company w i l l  be closed down ( 3 0 ) .  The f i n a l  r e s u l t s  o f  

these dramatic  17 days s t r i k e  were: 1) the  implementat ion o f  

a 44 hour and 40 hour week, f o r  those in continuous s h i f t ;  2)  

a recovery o f  the 26.06% o f  the Bresser Plan as an "emergency 

bonus" plus payment o f  the  f roze n  URP o f  J u ly  1988; 3)  the  

working days were not docked; and 4) an amnesty was granted  

to  some 70 workers, in c lu d in g  many union le a d e rs ,  who were 

re-employed by the company ( 3 1 ) .

The army occupation and the deaths o f  the  th re e  young 

s tee lw orkers  produced a n a t io n a l  wave o f  in d ig n a t io n  t h a t  

swept over S arney ’ s f l a g g in g  p o p u la r i t y .  C i v i l  s o c ie ty  and 

the p o l i t i c a l  community questioned th e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  

le g i t im a c y  o f  the army’ s in t e r v e n t io n  in the  new democratic  

order  ( 3 2 ) .

For i t s  p a r t ,  government a l le g e d  t h a t  the  s t e e lw o r k e r s ’ 

movement had been i n f i l t r a t e d  by " l e f t  wing e x t re m is ts "  who 

had a t tacked  the  army and sought to  br ing down the  B r a z i l i a n

30. See f o r  example the  a r t i c l e  "P res id en t  Sarney says he 
w i l l  c lose and s e l l  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company". Jornal do 
BrasiJL, November 19 1988.

31. "The F ina l  Resu lts  o f  17 Days o f  S t r i k e " ,  0 G lobo, 
November 24 1988.

32. During the army’ s in va s ion  and f o r  many days a f te rw a rd s ,  
the media were f i l l e d  w i th  a r t i c l e s  and in t e r v ie w s  in which 
the course o f  the c o u n t r y ’ s d em o cra t is a t io n  process was 
quest ioned. See f o r  example: "The H u m il ia ted  C o n s t i t u t i o n " ,  
Is to_E ,  November 16 1988; "The C r i s i s  Has Shown P o l i t i c i a n s  
What Not To Do", Jornal  do Brasi 1 , November 24 1988; "OAB 
W il l  Ask f o r  S arney ’ s Impeachment Based on th e  Inquest  in t o  
the Invas ion o f  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company", Folha de Sao 
P au lo , November 29 1988. The events a t  the  N a t io n a l  S tee l
Company had such wide repercussions t h a t  even Amnesty 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  in te rv e n e d .  See: "Amnesty I n t e r n a t i o n a l  W i l l
Ask Explanat ions to  B r a z i l i a n  Government on the  Events a t  the  
Steel  P la n t" ,  Jornal do B r a s i 1 , December 7 1988.
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s t a t e .  M i l i t a r y  a d v is o rs  produced what they c a l l e d  "evidence"  

by showing bombs and arms a l l e g e d ly  found in s id e  th e  p la n t  

( 3 3 ) .

When I  had th e  chance o f  r a is i n g  t h i s  problem with  

s tee lw o rk ers  and union o f f i c i a l s  during my second phase of  

f i e ld w o r k ,  in January 1990, nothing t h a t  was s a id  gave any 

support to  the government’ s c la im s.  Although some union 

o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  acknowledged t h a t  they l o s t  contro l  

of  the rank and f i l e  dur ing  the clashes w i th  th e  army, they  

re je c te d  the idea t h a t  t h e i r  movement had been i n f i l t r a t e d  by 

outs ide  fo rc e s ,  over which they had no c o n t r o l .  Union 

o f f i c i a l s  a t t r i b u t e d  the  physical  r e s is ta n c e  by workers to  

the f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  was the fo u r th  army occupat ion  they  had 

exper ienced.  In  w o rk e rs ’ accounts, the army i n t e r v e n t i o n  was 

seen as a provoca t ion  to  undermined t h e i r  courage and sense 

of di gni t y  (34 )  .

To add to  the n a t io n a l  m o b i l is a t io n  o f  the  p e r io d ,  the  

15th of  November 1988 was e l e c t i o n  day f o r  majors and local  

deputies  throughout the  co un try .  The o p p o s i t io n  vo te  -  PT and

33. See f o r  example: "For the General ,  the  S t r i k e r s  a t  the
Nat iona l  Stee l  Company Used War T a c t ic s " ,  Folha de Sao P a u lo , 
November 11 1988; " M i l i t a r y  Command Charge "Provocateurs"  As 
Responsible f o r  the  C o n f l i c t s  w ith  the Army", Folha de Sao 
P au lo , November 11 1988; "Government Place R e s p o n s ib i l i t y
Upon Stee lw orkers  f o r  the  V io le n c e " ,  Jornal  do B r a s i 1 . 
November 11 1988, and "The Army Give T h e i r  V ers ion  o f  the
C o n f l i c t  in V o l ta  redonda" , Jornal do B r a s i 1 . December 2
1988.

34. In formants  numbers 14, 20, 22, 26, 51 and 54; and "The
Metal workers ’ Union Contests  the M i l i t a r y ’ s Vers ion  o f  the  
Events a t  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company", Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , 
December 12 1988; "Union Blames the Army f o r  the  Death o
Steel  w o rk e rs " , 0 G lo bo . December 17 1988; and "Metal workers
Union R e je c t  the Claim o f  I n f i l t r a t i o n  in  t h e i r  Ranks", 
Jornal do B r a s i 1 , December 12 1988.
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PDT -  proved to  be high w h i le  Sarney and h is  PMDB l o s t  in  

most o f  the major c a p i t a l s  in the country .  Moreover, the  

Workers P ar ty  ( PT) made an important  breakthrough by winning  

the lo ca l  government o f  Sao Paulo, the c o u n t r y ’ s most 

im portant  s t a t e .  These r e s u l t s  have been i n t e r p r e t e d  as a 

popular o u tc ry  a g a in s t  the high i n f l a t i o n ,  the f a i l u r e  o f  the  

var ious  economic p lans ,  and Sarney’ s p o l i t i c a l  im m o b i l i ty  

a g a in s t  the fo rc e s  who were boycott ing  the s t a b i l i s a t i o n  

plans and the c o n s o l id a t io n  o f  democracy ( 3 5 ) .  I t  has been 

suggested t h a t  the  events a t  V o l ta  Redonda gave a f u r t h e r  

major impetus to  the  oppo s i t io n  v i c t o r y  ( 3 6 ) .

At the lo c a l  l e v e l ,  Juarez Antunes was e le c te d  major o f  

V o l ta  Redonda by the  PDT P a r ty ,  w ith  60% of  the vo tes .  His  

group a lso  e le c t e d  seven out o f  the 21 and the PT e le c te d  

th re e  seats  in  the  lo c a l  council  ( 3 7 ) .

For the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union, although the November 

s t r i k e  c o n so l id a ted  the p o s i t io n  of  many union leaders  as 

important  n a t io n a l  f i g u r e s ,  i t  a lso exposed some cracks in 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  the rank and f i l e .  There is  no doubt 

t h a t  workers gained s e l f -e s te e m  and p r id e  from the exper ience  

of m o b i l i s a t io n  and u n i ty  during the November s t r i k e ,  and

35. In  f a c t ,  dur ing  the week in which these dram at ic  events  
took p lace ,  th e r e  was t a l k  in the media about a po ss ib le  
t h r e a t  to  the  democrat ic  process, w ith  " in ten se  movements 
among the m i l i t a r y "  and t a l k s  between a l l  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  
in the Congress to  guarantee the November 15 e l e c t i o n s .  See 
f o r  example, O G lobo. November 16 1988 and Folha de Sao 
P au lo . November 18 1988.

36. See f o r  example "The Invas ion  Which Was Repudiated by the  
Democratic V o te " ,  Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , November 9 1989.

37. "V o l ta  Redonda Gives 60% o f  i t s  Votes to  Juarez Antunes",  
0 Globo. November 21 1988.
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many had t h e i r  pe rcept ion  of  the government and army 

com plete ly  changed. But some s tee lw orkers  a ls o  c r i t i c i s e d  the  

f a c t  t h a t  Juarez Antunes and two o ther  union leaders  had 

stood in  the  l e g i s l a t i v e  e l e c t i o n s .  They quest ioned whether  

union resources ,  both in terms of m o b i l i s a t io n  and m a te r ia l  

support ,  had been used by these candidates  in  the p u r s u i t  o f  

t h e i r  own p o l i t i c a l  c a re e rs .  According to  one s te e lw o rk e r ,  

f o r  example:

" I  t h in k  t h a t  the union movement in  V o l t a  Redonda has 
taken a new t r a i l  which is  not very good. In s tea d  o f  the  
l e a d e rs h ip  making a s e para t ion  between the  union 
movement and the p o l i t i c a l  movement, they are using the  
union as a step  to  achieve a b e t te r  p o s i t io n  or to  e n te r  
the n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c a l  scene" ( I n f .  5 0 ) .

As I  have a l rea d y  discussed in Chapter 5 o f  t h i s  th e s is ,

the issue o f  demarcation between "union p o l i t i c s "  and

"n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s "  is  to  a c e r t a i n  e x te n t  an unresolved

dilemma, given the d i f f e r e n t i a l  in s e r t io n  o f  union leaders

and rank and f i l e  in p o l i t i c a l  m a t te rs .  As suggested by

P izzorno (1 9 7 8 ) ,  because union leaders  are engaged in broader

p o l i t i c a l  exchange, they develop l in k s  w ith  the o u ts ide  world

t h a t  might be seen by the  rank and f i l e  as ev idence o f  goal

di sp lacem ent.

On the o th e r  hand, s te e lw o rke rs  do have a p o in t  in 

qu est ion ing  the boundaries between union p o l i t i c s  and p a r t y -  

e l e c t o r a l  a c t i v i t y .  As I  s h a l l  show in Chapter 7, "new 

u n io n is t"  leaders  are d iv id e d  on t h i s  issue .  While the  more 

orthodox M a r x i s t / L e n i n i s t  lea de rs  tended to  see the union as 

subord inate  to  the dynamics o f  the P ar ty  ( t h e  Communist 

P a r t y ) ,  the non-orthodox lead ers  and the r a d ic a l  r e fo rm is ts  

in s is t e d  on a c l e a r  se p a ra t io n  between the two spheres.
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4 . 2 .  The D e ve lo p m en ts  i n  t h e  Y e a r  1989

The year 1989 s t a r t e d  w i th  a t r a g i c  event f o r  th e  so c ia l  

and union movement of  V o l t a  Redonda. Only a few weeks a f t e r  

assuming o f f i c e  as mayor and ap po in t in g  h is  c a b in e t ,  Juarez  

Antunes was k i l l e d  in a car  crash. Since he and h is  group 

represented  the  most combative elements in the lo c a l  PDT 

p a r t y ,  Juarez Antunes’ death a lso  represented the end o f  an 

a d m in is t r a t io n  s t ro n g ly  committed to  ta ke  up the w o rke rs ’ 

gr i  evances .

In  March o f  1989 th e r e  was another  n a t io n a l  s t r i k e  in  

the c o u n try ,  and t h i s  t im e th e re  was no c o n f r o n ta t io n  or  

v io le n c e  during s t r i k e  a c t io n  a t  the N at iona l  Stee l  Company 

(see Appendix) .  This s t r i k e  was to  p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  the  

"Summer P lan " ,  the fo u r th  s t a b i l i s a t i o n  programme put forward  

by the Sarney government, in only  fo u r  years .  By now the  

government had l i t t l e  c r e d i b i l i t y  and was supported on ly  by 

the more backward p o l i t i c a l  fo rc e s .  The "Summer Plan" 

invo lved once again rea l  wage losses f o r  the workers.

Since the  f i r s t  s t r i k e  a t  the N a t iona l  Stee l  Company in 

1984, th e r e  had been much change in the w o rke rs ’ pe rcept ions  

of s t r i k e  a c t io n .  At the beginning,  t h e i r  commitment had 

l a r g e l y  been based on re c o g n i t io n  o f  the union as a 

t r u s tw o r th y  and combative o r g a n is a t io n .  However, p o l i t i c a l  

views were growing a p a r t  and the u n i ty  achieved in the  f i r s t  

s t r i k e s  was not present any lo nger .  Workers had developed  

c r i t i c a l  views about the “j u s t i c e "  o f  c e r t a i n  s t r i k e s  and the  

way to  lead and end them. Some s te e lw o rke rs  s t ro n g ly
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c r i t i c i s e d  the u n io n ’ s p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in n a t io n a l  s t r i k e s ,

which they  c a l l e d  " p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e s " .  For example:

" I  stopped ta k in g  p a r t  in s t r i k e s  a f t e r  the  1987 
n a t io n a l  s t r i k e .  Before ,  I  even stayed in s id e  the  p la n t  
during  s t r i k e s .  But, when I  saw t h a t  the  th in g  was 
t u r n in g  in to  d i s o r d e r , I  withdrew. I  promised myself  not 
to  ta ke  p a r t  in t h a t  aga in .  Because what I  see is  t h a t  
they  ( th e  union) are  doing a p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e " .  ( I n f .  
1 0 ) .

S tee l  workers ’ c r i t i c i s m  was a lso  addressed to  what they

c a l l e d  in c re as in g  l e v e ls  o f  " ra d ic a l ism "  in c e r t a i n  a c t io n s

during  the  occupation s t r i k e s ,  and the ways in which t h i s  was

undermining t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  r ig h t s :

" I  stopped ta k in g  p a r t  in the  s t r i k e s .  In  the  l a s t  
s t r i k e  I  stayed in s id e  because I  was fo rced  t o .  When 
th e r e  is  a s t r i k e ,  s t r i k e r s  want to  keep o th e r  workers  
in s id e ,  I  am ag a in s t  t h a t .  I  am in favou r  o f  s t r i k e s  but 
w ith o u t  g iv in g  the company any f i n a n c i a l  loss .  ( . . . ) .  I  
am in favour  o f  peaceful  s t r i k e s  but when th in g s  get  out  
o f  hand as in t h i s  l a s t  s t r i k e ,  I  am a g a in s t" .  ( I n f .  
45) .

" I  took p a r t  in the 1984 s t r i k e  but then I  stopped. Now 
I  on ly  s t r i k e  because o f  the mobile  p ic k e t  ( a r r a s t a o ) .
I  don’ t  agree w ith  the  mobile p i c k e t .  Although I  th in k  
i t  is  our r i g h t  to  have a union, ( . . . )  I  t h in k  t h a t  
s t r i k e s  should be c a r r i e d  out o u ts id e  the p l a n t ” . ( I n f .
I I  ) .

D es p ite  these c r i t i c i s m s  and the emergence o f  s p l i t s  

w i t h in  the  union, the A p r i l  1989 A p r i l  Wage Campaign o f  the  

N at io n a l  S tee l  Company workers took p lace w ith  a s i g n i f i c a n t  

l e v e l  o f  m o b i l i s a t io n .  The Wage Campaign centred  on the  

in c o r p o ra t io n  in to  wage-packets o f  the "emergency bonus" 

granted by management in November. I t  a lso  demanded recovery  

o f  the i n f l a t i o n a r y  eros ion  o f  January 1989, which had yet  

again "disappeared" from o f f i c i a l  c a l c u l a t i o n s  as a r e s u l t  of  

the  "Summer P lan" .  Workers a ls o  wanted a f u l l  recovery  o f  the  

losses from i n f l a t i o n  in  February,  March and A p r i l  1989,
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based on the DIEESE/ICV index. Other issues in  the campaign 

were: f u l l  workplace a d m in is t ra t io n  o f  the CIPA; the

immediate e l e c t i o n  of  union re p re s e n ta t iv e s  in the  p l a n t ;  and 

the r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  union l e a d e r s ’ r ig h ts  to  e n te r  the  p l a n t .  

As seen b e fo re ,  these l a s t  two demands corresponded to  r i g h t s  

in the  1988 C o n s t i t u t io n  and had been accepted a f t e r  the  

November 1988 s t r i k e .  However, they had not been implemented  

in the  company c r e a t in g  a c r i s i s  of  c r e d i b i l i t y  concerning  

agreements w i th  the company management.

The Wage Campaign progressed with  a good le v e l  o f  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  from the rank and f i l e ,  in the form o f  meetings  

a t  the union and general  d iscussion around the  union 

b u l l e t i n s .  This  peaceful  s i t u a t i o n  was to  change d r a s t i c a l l y  

on May 1, t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c e le b ra te d  by the 1 abour movement. As 

the new unionism movement developed na t io n -w id e  a f t e r  1978, 

t h i s  day had become an im porta n t  op p o r tu n i ty  f o r  i t s  lea de rs  

to  s p e l l  out t h e i r  op in ions  and to  m obi l ise  the workers .  At 

V o l t a  Redonda, the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union, to g e th e r  w i th  o th e r  

lo ca l  and n a t io n a l  fo rc e s ,  organised a p u b l ic  assembly a t  

which a monument in memory o f  the th re e  workers k i l l e d  during  

the November 1988 s t r i k e  was unve i led  in the presence of  

workers and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  During the f o l lo w in g  n i g h t ,  

however, a bomb exp los ion  destroyed the monument and caused 

g re a t  f e a r  to  the  town’ s i n h a b i t a n t s .  As i t  turned ou t ,  the  

bomb was ex trem ely  powerful and consisted o f  m a t e r ia ls  owned 

e x c lu s iv e ly  by the B r a z i l i a n  armed fo rc e s .  L a te r ,  a r i g h t
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wing commando cla imed r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the a c t io n  ( 3 8 ) .  

Once again th e r e  was a p u b l ic  and n a t io n a l  ou tc ry  and i t  was 

w id e ly  fe a red  t h a t  i t  s ig n a l l e d  t ro u b le s  f o r  the  democrat ic  

process and the P r e s id e n t ia l  e le c t i o n s  to  be held  in  November 

of  t h a t  year ( 3 9 ) .  Once again the s te e lw o rk e rs  from the  

N at iona l  S tee l  Company were f r o n t  page news a l l  over the  

c o u n t ry .

As i f  a l l  these events were not t r a g i c  enough, on May 3 

1989, the  Company’ s most im portant  Open Hearth Furnace, the  

number t h r e e ,  exploded and k i l l e d  two s te e l  w o rk e rs . The 

company’ s f u t u r e  was once more in jeo pa rd y .  At f i r s t  i t  was 

thought t h a t  t h i s  might have been a second t e r r o r i s t  a t ta c k  

in on ly  2 days. As a r e s u l t  o f  p ressure ,  the government se t  

i t s  N a t io n a l  In fo rm a t io n  S e rv ic e  (S N I)  to  a c t  and r e je c te d  

t h i s  idea ( 4 0 ) .

Management q u ic k ly  t r i e d  to  blame the workers and 

r e la t e d  the  a c c id e n t  to  the November 1988 occupation s t r i k e  

and the  s t r i k e r s ’ a l l e g e d l y  inadequate care of  the  equipment.  

For union leaders  and s t e e l  w o rk e rs , however, the a c c id en t  

simply confirmed t h a t  equipment was being in adeq ua te ly  

m aintained and s t re tc h e d  beyond i t s  l i m i t s .  In  f a c t ,  an

38. See "The M i n i s t e r  o f  the  Army Claims t h a t  "Radical  R ig h t -  
Group" is  Responsib le  f o r  th e  A c t" ,  0 G lobo. May 8 1989 and 
" P a t r i o t i c  Falange Claims to  Have Placed the  Bomb", 0 Estado 
de Sao P a u lo , May 5 1989.

39. "The Governor o f  Rio de J a ne i ro  Worries For the  
P r e s id e n t ia l  E le c t io n s " ,  O G lobo. May 5 1989 and " In  the  
Congress in B r a s i l i a  th e r e  was Fear and S urp r is e  Over the  
Bomb", Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , May 5 1989.

40. "S ecre t  Serv ices  (S N I )  T e l l  P re s id e n t  Sarney t h a t  the  
Furnace was not Sabotaged",  Jornal  do B r a s i 1 . May 4 1989.
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independent in q u i r y  proved the workers to  be r i g h t ,  weakening 

even more the p o s i t io n  of  the company’ s board o f  d i r e c t o r s  

(41 ) .

The b l a s t  fu rnace  ac c id en t  f u r t h e r  s t r a in e d  r e l a t i o n s  

between workers and management and led to  a breakdown in  

n e g o t ia t io n s  over the 1989 Annual Work C o n tra c t .  While  

management c a l l e d  f o r  a d i s s l d i o  c o l e t i v o , government sought 

f u r t h e r  n e g o t ia t io n s  w ith  the union le a d e rs .  At n a t io n a l  

l e v e l ,  Sarney had appointed a new Labour M i n i s t e r  who f o r  the  

f i r s t  t ime in B r a z i l i a n  h i s t o r y  was a woman. According to  the  

M i n i s t e r ,  f e a r i n g  a r e p e t i t i o n  of  the impasses which b u i l t  up 

in November 1988, she made a personal e f f o r t  to  br ing  the  

Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union leaders  to  n e g o t ia t in g  t a b l e .  In  her own 

account (Werneck 1 9 9 0 :9 0 ) ,  she s t a r t e d  media t ing the  

n e g o t ia t io n s  between workers and management, in  B r a s i l i a .  By 

t h i s  t ime the  workers were proposing t h a t  the  company’ s board 

o f  d i r e c t o r s  should res ign and t h a t  the workers should take  

over the a d m in is t r a t io n  o f  the company ( 4 2 ) .

An agreement was f i n a l l y  reached in  Ju ly  1989, and 

management accepted a 52% wage increase  pending a Labour 

Court  r u l in g  on the  diss~fdio c o l e t i v o . The n e g o t ia t io n s  over  

o th e r ,  non monetary issues ended wel l  f o r  the  workers. The 

company agreed: 1) to  g ran t  w o rke rs ’ c o n t ro l  over the CIPA;

41. "N a t iona l  S tee l  Company Says the Furnace W i l l  be Re-
A c t iv a te d  Today", Folha de Sao P a u lo . May 15 1989 and
"M eta lw orkers ’ Union Suspends N e g o t ia t io n s  Over the Repair ing
o f  the Furnace",  Jornal  do B r a s i 1 . May 15 1989.

42. "Metal w o rk e rs ’ Leaders Have a P r o j e c t  o f  Assuming
R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  Over the Running o f  the  N at iona l  Steel  
Company", 0 Pi a , May 5 1989.
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2) to  re s to re  the  union l e a d e r s ’ r i g h t  to  e n te r  the p la n t ;  3)  

to  recognise the "same job/same wage" p r i n c i p a l ;  and 4) to  

accept the p r i n c i p a l  o f  g r e a te r  dem o cra t isa t ion  o f  

in fo rm a t io n  concerning the company and i t s  workers. I t  agreed 

to  d is c lo s e  i t s  Job and Wage C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme and to  

produce p e r io d ic a l  s t a t i s t i c s  on ac c id e n ts ,  the company’ s 

f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  and o th e r  in fo rm a t io n  which the union 

might wish to  know ( 4 3 ) .

5. New Union E le c t io n s  and the  Development o f  S p l i t s  W ith in  

th e  Union Movement

In A p r i l  o f  1989 union o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  s t a r t e d  

the m o b i l is a t io n  around the union e le c t i o n s  to  be held in 

J u ly ,  the second s ince  the "new u n io n is t"  v i c t o r y  in 1983. Of 

the fo u r  i n i t i a l  s l a t e s ,  two were the most s i g n i f i c a n t  

p o l i t i c a l l y .  S la te  One was composed o f  the union lea d e rs h ip  

in  power. Since the  in t e r n a l  d isputes  had g r e a t ly  developed  

and th e re  was no consensus on the way posts should be 

d i s t r i b u t e d ,  the union e x e c u t iv e  c a l l e d  on the rank and f i l e  

to  take  p a r t  in a p r e - e l e c t i o n  convent ion .  Although the union  

as such was l in ke d  n a t i o n a l l y  to  the CUT, i t s  o f f i c i a l s  were 

i n d i v i d u a l l y  a f f i l i a t e d  to  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  

w i t h in  t h i s  co n fe d e ra t io n  -  as wel l  as in some cases, to  a 

p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty .  A "map" o f  the p o l i t i c a l  a f f i l i a t i o n s  o f  

S la te  One, would have shown i t  as drawing support from the  

Workers Party  ( PT) ,  the Democratic Labour P ar ty  (PDT),

43. Source: Annual Work Agreement o f  1989.
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B r a z i l i a n  Communist P ar ty  (PCB), the  Communist P ar ty  of  

Maoist o r i e n t a t i o n  (PC do B), the Green P ar ty  (PV) and the  

progress ive  Church.

The p r e - e l e c t o r a l  convention took p lace in  A p r i l  1989,  

with  the p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  2 ,000  workers and under the c h a i r  

of the reg iona l  CUT. I t  was decided t h a t  Wagner would be the  

leader  o f  S la te  One and, in case of v i c t o r y ,  the  p re s id e n t  of  

the union. The d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  the 23 posts on the ex ecu t iv e  

would work as fo l lo w s :  Wagner and h is  group would suggest  

seven o ther  names, but r e t a i n  the most im portan t  posts;  

Albano, another PT member but w ith  d i f f e r e n t  views from 

Wagner, would suggest ten names; and Marcelo ,  a f f i l i a t e d  to  

the PDT and the u n io n ’ s P re s id en t  a t  the  t im e ,  would suggest 

s ix  names. This outcome showed a recomposit ion o f  fo rc e s  in 

which the group more committed to d i r e c t  a c t io n  and f u r t h e r  

de m o cra t isa t ion  o f  the union had obta ined g r e a t e r  vo t ing  

c a p a c i ty  amongst the a c t i v e  rank and f i l e  ( 4 4 ) .

S la te  Two was the most important  o p p o s i t io n  s l a t e ,  and 

counted a t  n a t io n a l  le v e l  w i th  the support  o f  M ede iros ’ CGT. 

Although i t s  le a d e r ,  M a r t in s  Azevedo, had almost no 

p e n e t ra t io n  in the union base, t h i s  s l a t e  was a lso  made of  

Lopes and h is  supporters  who had been e x p e l le d  from the union 

ex ecu t iv e  in 1988. S la t e  Two, which c a l l e d  i t s e l f  

"Renovation",  proposed a r a d ic a l  change in the type o f  union 

government and questioned the p o l i t i c s  o f  d i r e c t  c o n f l i c t

44. Source: S la te  One, "For9a S o c i a l i s t a " .
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w ith  management ( 4 5 ) .  They denounced the  s t r i k e s  o f  the  

past as " p o l i t i c a l "  and wanted the union to  br ing  back i t s  

w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  ( 4 6 ) .

The im portant  p o in t  to  make here is  t h a t  f o r  the f i r s t  

t ime s in ce  the emergence of  the  "new u n io n is t"  union, a union 

e l e c t i o n  was being fought around c l e a r - c u t  d ispu tes  r e la t e d  

to  d i f f e r e n t  a f f i l i a t i o n s  to  w o rk e rs ’ c o n fe d e ra t io n s ,  w ith  

s la t e s  re p res e n t in g  both the CUT and the M e d e iro ’ s CGT.

The Ju ly  1989 e le c t i o n s  took p lace amidst a wave of  

personal a t ta c k s  between the two competing s l a t e s .  The Labour 

Court  was c a l l e d  in by S la te  Two, which a l le g e d  f rau d  in the  

f i r s t  b a l l o t  ( 4 7 ) .  The f i n a l  r e s u l t ,  however, l e f t  no doubt 

as to  the  rank and f i l e s ’ support  f o r  i t s  le a d e rs .  S la t e  One 

won w i th  85.42% of  the vo tes ,  w h i le  S la te  Two rece ived  7.7% 

(48)  .

With t h i s  overwhelming v i c t o r y  and w i th  Wagner as the  

head o f  the  union, union o f f i c i a l s  and members o f  the  PT f e l t  

they had the backing to  implement fundamental changes in  the  

union. Although Wagner had been p a r t  o f  the "new u n io n is t"

45. Source: S la t e  Two, "Renovagao: Chapa Democracia e
Di a lo g o " .

46. The e l e c t i o n s  o f  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l ta  Redonda 
were taken by the media as an im portant  even t .  The media gave 
wide coverage to  what they c a l l e d  "the d ispu tes  between CUT 
and CGT". See f o r  example: "Union O ppos it ion  Wants More 
W elfa re  S erv ices  a t  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union",  Folha de Sao 
P au lo , Ju ly  12 1989; "Union E le c t io n s  in  V o l t a  Redonda Can 
End Up a t  C ourts" ,  Jornal do B r a s i 1 , Ju ly  5 1989, "CUT, CGT 
and P o l i t i c a l  P a r t ie s  in  Power Dispute a t  V o l t a  Redonda", 
Jornal do B r a s i 1 . Ju ly  9 1989.

47. Jornal  do B r a s i 1 , Ju ly  7 1989.

48. Source: 0 Estado de Sao P a u lo , Ju ly  14 1989.
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movement s ince  the days o f  the "Union O ppos it ion  Group", in  

1 979, the  f a c t  t h a t  he had won the post o f  P re s id e n t  and 

could name people to  seven more posts, put him in  a strong  

p o s i t io n  to  c a r ry  out the  type of p o l i t i c s  he was committed 

t o .  However, d e s p i te  the overwhelming vote f o r  S la t e  One, the  

s p l i t s  which had emerged before and during  the  convention  

were seen by rank and f i l e  workers and many a c t i v i s t s  as a 

ser ious  tu rn in g  p o in t  in  the un ions ’ h i s t o r y .

I t  was argued by the  workers t h a t  these s p l i t s  tended to  

weaken the union. They were seen as a s ign o f  goal 

displacement by the le a d e rs h ip ,  who would pursue t h e i r  own 

union p o l i t i c s  even i f  u n i ty  was undermined. According to  

w o rkers :

"There are  many th in g s  happening today in s id e  the p la n t  
and the union has not answered a p p r o p r i a t e l y . I  th in k  
th e re  has been a d e m o ra l isa t io n  o f  the union w i th  the  
s p l i t  during the union e l e c t i o n  campaign. Everyth ing  
e ls e  r e s u l t s  from t h i s .  Today you hear workers on the  
s h o p - f lo o r  saying "the union is  weak". ( I n f .  5 0 ) .

"R e la t io n s  between the union and the  s h o p - f lo o r  were 
a l re a d y  not very good a f t e r  the 1988 s t r i k e .  However, 
th in g s  got worse between the base and the  union a f t e r  
t h a t  convention in 1989, when the workers were c a l l e d  to  
vote  f o r  the head o f  the s l a t e  and the  union e x e c u t iv e  
appeared d iv id e d  in t o  th re e  groups. That i s ,  they a lso  
d iv id e d  s h o p - f lo o r  workers in to  f a c t i o n s .  There was the  
f a c t i o n  in  favour  o f  W ander le i ,  the o th e r  in favour  of  
Albano and the o th e r  in favour  o f  Marcelo .  This  
undermined the u n i ty  we had developed in  the  s h o p - f lo o r  
committees and on ly  made the union more f r a g i l e " .  ( I n f .  
40) .

However, according to  the p o in t  o f  view o f  Wagner, the

new union p re s id e n t ,  t h i s  c r i s i s  would lead to  a p o s i t i v e

change in the  u n io n ’ s p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n :

"This recomposit ion o f  the new ex e c u t iv e  is  the major 
change f o r  me. Today the major issue is  the idea the  
workers w i l l  no longer  be ab le  to  d e le g a te  power to  us, 
the lea d e rs .  This  idea  t h a t  "the union is  a l l  o f  us" is
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fundamental ( . . . ) .  Before many workers thought t h a t  
Juarez would solve a l l  o f  the w o rke rs ’ problems. Today 
i s  co m p le te ly  d i f f e r e n t  I  do not p res en t  myself  to  the  
rank and f i l e  as someone who w i l l  so lve  th in g s  f o r  
workers .  We are a l l  to g e th e r  and respons ib le  as a 
c o l l e c t i v e  f o r  the s o lu t io n  o f  the problems. I f  you ask 
a worker today i f  I  so lve any problem, he w i l l  probably  
say c r i t i c a l l y  t h a t  I  don’ t .  But I  f i n d  t h i s  a very  
p o s i t i v e  th in g ,  because I  am not suppose to  so lve t h e i r  
problems, i f  they are not engaged in  the process".  
(Wagner -  new union P res id en t  a f t e r  1989 e l e c t i o n s ) .

A f t e r  Wagner took o f f i c e  as union p re s id e n t ,  the f i r s t

measure taken by h is  groups was to  w r i t e  a new s t a t u t e  f o r

the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union in which the p r e s i d e n t i a l  regime was

replaced by " c o l l e g i a t e  government". Other p r i o r i t i e s  were

to  r e v iv e  a la rg e  group o f  s h o p - f lo o r  in te rm e d ia te  lea d e rs h ip

which had been repressed by company management, and r a p id ly

to  e s t a b l i s h  a new CIPA o rg a n is a t io n  in s id e  the p la n t  ( 4 9 ) .

The 1989 union e l e c t i o n  was the  t h i r d  consecutive

v i c t o r y  f o r  the "new u n io n is t"  group. Over the years these

o r i g i n a l l y  inexper ienced a c t i v i s t s  o f  the  "Union Opposit ion"

had grown and matured in t h e i r  r o le  of  le a d e rs ,  but they had

also  been faced w i th  fundamental dilemmas o f  a "new u n io n is t"

type of  a d m in is t r a t io n .  The workers too had changed a g re a t

deal s in ce  1979. The widespread u n i ty  and cohesion o f  the

i n i t i a l  years had given way to  a m u l t i p i i c i t y  o f  groups, some

w ith  c l e a r - c u t  competing p o l i t i c a l  v iews.

A f u r t h e r  a n a ly s is  o f  the "new u n io n is t"  union in the

period 1983-1990 and of the  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  conceptions

among the  union leaders  and workers,  w i l l  be the s u b je c t  o f

the t h i r d  and f i n a l  p a r t  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .

49. Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union S t a t u t e s ,  1989.
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6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

This  chapter  has discussed the per iod  a f t e r  the a n t i 

democrat ic  s h i f t  in management p o l i c i e s ,  in August 1987, when 

re p re s s iv e  measures were taken ag a in s t  w o rk e rs ’ o rg a n is a t io n  

and g r e a t e r  v i g i l a n c e  and demands were in troduced in  the  

o rg a n is a t io n  of  work on the s h o p - f lo o r .  Th is  period was a lso  

c h a r a c te r is e d  by the implementation o f  a b u re a u c ra t ic  system 

of  r e c r u i tm e n t ,  s e le c t io n  and promotion, and by changes in 

the s t r u c t u r e  of  the in t e r n a l  labour market .  The old formal  

s t r u c t u r e  was based upon s e n i o r i t y ,  o n - t h e - j o b - t r a i n i n g  and 

ports  o f  en t ry  only  a t  the bottom o f  the  jo b  ladder (see  

Chapter 3 ) .  The new changes invo lved ,  among o ther  elements,  

an increase  in the requirements f o r  formal education and 

t r a i n i n g ,  and the opening o f  ports  o f  e n t r y  a t  the le v e l  of  

s k i l l e d  and te c h n ic a l  jo b s .  I t  is  a co nten t ion  o f  t h i s  

chapter  t h a t  in the per iod  under a n a ly s is ,  1987-1990, th e re  

was a break w ith  the i n t e r n a l  market system t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

found in the s te e l  in d u s try  and presented by Stone (1 9 7 3 ) .

S h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in  the per iod  revolved around two 

axes. On the one hand, the increased emphasis on formal  

educat ion  and t r a i n i n g  exacerbated the  s t ru g g le s  around 

foremen’ s d i s c r e t i o n  to  t r a n s f e r  workers between jobs and 

s h i f t s .  Since workers were resp ons ib le  f o r  t h e i r  own 

educat ion  and since i r r e g u l a r  s h i f t - w o r k  precluded attendance  

a t  courses,  the r i g h t  to  s ta b le  d a y - s h i f t s  or more f l e x i b l e  

working hours was s t r a t e g i c a l l y  c r u c i a l  f o r  the w o rkers ’ 

f u t u r e  prospects in the company.
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The o ther  source o f  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t  in  the  per iod  

r e l a t e d  to  the end o f  the company’ s democratic  p o l ic y  and the  

increased demands and v i g i l a n c e  in the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work,  

as w e l l  as management’ s a t tem pt  to  ban p o l i t i c s  and unionism  

from the  s h o p - f lo o r .  The in te rv ie w s  w ith  workers r e f e r r e d  to

t h i s  process as "repress ion"  and, saw i t  embodied in  the

a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and d i r e c t  management s t y l e  of  Ar i  Souto, the  

D i r e c t o r  o f  Operat ions respons ib le  f o r  the o r g a n is a t io n  o f  

work in the s te e l  p l a n t .  Workers’ gr ievances over dangerous 

and unhealthy working areas reappeared during t h i s  per iod  

w ith  g re a t  v ig o u r ,  in  face  of  Ari  Souto’ s p o l ic y  of

"product ion  a t  any co s t" .

A combination o f  e lements -  such as the complet ion of  

phase th re e  o f  expansion plan D, the company’ s growing 

indebtedness and the government’ s t h r e a t  to  p r i v a t i s e  s t a t e -  

owned companies -  made i t  im pera t ive  fo r  the company to

improve i t s  p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e l s .  But, a l though the  company 

r a t i o n a l i s e d  i t s  employment p o l i c i e s  to  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  and 

improved i t s  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  o p e ra t io n s ,  the new th in k in g  did  

not complete ly  p e n e t ra te  the  production l e v e l .  As argued by 

the workers and s u b s t a n t ia te d  by the 1988 ac c id en t  w i th  the  

Open Hearth furnace number 3, the philosophy o f  "product ion  

a t  any cost" involved inadequate maintenance o f  equipment and 

pressure on workers to  ignore  high standards o f  s a fe ty  

prev en t ion  a t  work.

As in the previous per iods  analysed in t h i s  t h e s is ,  

s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were converted in to  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  

as the "new u n io n is t"  union channel led  them in to  coherent
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demands to  management. Demands such as the  "an end to  

"repress ion"  in the p la n t"  and the " r i g h t  of  t r a n s f e r "  

appeared in  the Annual Work Contrac t  agenda in 1988 and 1989 

and during the  s t r i k e s .  Although management d id  not concede 

to  these demands, workers and the union opened ye t  f u r t h e r  

channels to  f i g h t  f o r  t h e i r  gr ievances -  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  

work around the CIPA and the use o f  the Labour Courts to  

enforce  h e a l th  and s a fe ty  p ro v is io n s .

Moreover,  d e s p i te  the "repression" on the s h o p - f lo o r  and 

the a t tem pt  by management to  ban w o rke rs ’ o r g a n is a t io n ,  

s te e lw o rk e rs  organised in  c la n d e s t in e  committees which were 

able  to  b r in g  to g e th e r  workers on the s h o p - f lo o r .  The c h ap te r  

argues t h a t  the  work done by CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and th e  

autonomous movement o f  workers in the  s h o p - f lo o r  committees,  

ra ised  an im portan t  dilemma f o r  the "new u n io n is t"  lea d e rs  -  

a dilemma between encouragement o f  autonomous s h o p - f lo o r  

o r g a n is a t io n  and the t h r e a t  of  lo s ing  co n tro l  over t h e i r  

base. Once workers organised independent ly  from the union,  

union o p p o s i t io n s  such as the "New O ppos it ion  Group" and 

oth e r  p o l i t i c a l  groups were ab le  to  in f lu e n c e  the p o l i t i c s  o f  

the s h o p - f lo o r  and to  r a is e  proposals and p o l i t i c a l  

d i r e c t i v e s  not a l l  in accordance w i th  the p o s i t io n s  o f  th e  

union e x e c u t iv e .

The ch ap te r  presented a s i g n i f i c a n t  s e le c t io n  o f  e v e n ts ,  

many of a ve ry  dram at ic  n a tu re .  The most im porta n t ,  f o r  t h e i r  

wider i m p l ic a t io n s ,  were the  f o l lo w i n g :  the adoption o f  th e  

new B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  in  October 1988; the  November 1988 

s t r i k e  a t  the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company, w i th  c lashes w i th  the
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army and the death o f  th r e e  s t e e lw o r k e r s ; the November 1988 

e l e c t i o n  of  Juarez Antunes as major of  V o l ta  Redonda and o f  

o ther  union leaders  as MPs; the 1989 N at iona l  S t r i k e  and the  

1989 e le c t i o n s  in  the Metal w o rke rs ’ Union.

The chapter  showed how the government decreed a s e r ie s  

of  macro-economic plans which met w ith  l i t t l e  or no success.  

The background to  w o rk e rs ’ s t ru g g le s  in  the per iod  was the  

e s c a la t in g  i n f l a t i o n  and the  repeated "disappearance" o f  

i n f l a t i o n  ra te s  in read jus tment o f  wages. Of the  th re e  

per iods presented in t h i s  t h e s i s ,  t h i s  l a s t  one is  perhaps 

the most s t r i k i n g  in the  complete i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

m ic r o - 1o c a l - 1 evel events and m acro-nat iona l  lev e l  p o l i t i c s .

The chapter  covered the major p o l i t i c a l  developments  

w i t h in  the "new u n io n is t"  union and two more instances  in  

which i t s  leaders  did not t o l e r a t e  in t e r n a l  o p po s i t io n  and 

e x p e l le d ,  or pressed f o r  the  r e s ig n a t io n  o f ,  opposing members 

from the  e x e c u t iv e .  F i n a l l y ,  t h i s  per iod  a lso marked a s h i f t  

in  the op in ions  o f  s te e lw o rk e rs  about t h e i r  lea ders .  Although  

the "new u n io n is t"  group which emerged in 1979 and took  

o f f i c e  in 1983 won two more union e le c t io n s  w ith  a la rg e  

m a jo r i t y ,  o rd in a ry  s te e lw o rk e rs  developed c r i t i c i s m s  and 

d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  views about developments during the p e r io d .  

Whereas th e re  had been a broad consensus in the e a r l y  days o f  

"new unionism" a t  the Metal workers ’ Union and on the  shop- 

f l o o r ,  some s te e lw o rk e rs  now questioned the " j u s t i c e "  o f  

becoming involved in n a t io n a l  le v e l  s t r i k e s  and o f  seeing  

some o f  t h e i r  leaders  take  up o f f i c e  in  local  and n a t io n a l  

po l i  t i  c s .
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As suggested b e fo re ,  the rank and f i l e  a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  

goal d isplacement r e f l e c t  an almost "unso lvable  dilemma",  

which is  r e la t e d  to  the  d i f f e r e n t i a l  p o s i t io n  o f  union 

leaders  and rank and f i l e  in local  and n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .  

Since union leaders  are engaged in  broader p o l i t i c a l  

exchange, t h e i r  union goals may in vo lv e  a wider range of  

o b je c t iv e s  such as p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .

The d ispu tes  among leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  were openly  

debated during t h i s  p e r io d ,  c re a t in g  d i v is io n s  w i t h in  the  

rank and f i l e  and a pe rc ep t io n  th a t  the  "union is  weak" in  

face of  i t s  s p l i t s .  Moreover,  as i l l u s t r a t e d  by the union 

e le c t io n s  o f  1989, a more i d e o l o g i c a l l y  o r ie n te d  debate  

between the unionism defended by the CUT and the unionism 

defended by M e d e iro ’ s CGT emerged f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e .
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PART THREE:

FURTHER ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

THE LINKS BETWEEN THE CASE STUDY AND MACRO-LEVEL POLITICS



CHAPTER 7

POLITICAL TYPES AMONG ELECTED UNION LEADERS, ACTIVISTS, 

CIPA REPRESENTATIVES AND MEMBERS OF THE OPPOSITION 

AND SOME OF THE DILEMMAS OF "NEW UNIONISM"

P a r t  Two o f  t h i s  th e s is  has presented a m ic r o -a n a ly s is  

o f  the p o l i t i c a l  developments and dilemmas o f  a "new 

u n io n is t"  union, based on the case study o f  the Metal w o rke rs 5 

Union o f  V o l ta  Redonda. P a r t  Three w i l l  r e tu rn  to  some o f  the  

issues ra ise d  p re v io u s ly  regard ing the  p o l i t i c a l  goa ls ,  and 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between leaders  and rank and f i l e ,  o f  a "new 

u n io n is t"  union, and w i l l  a t tempt to  c l a s s i f y  them in a more 

system at ic  way. This chapter  w i l l  o u t l i n e  the  p o l i t i c a l  

d i f f e r e n c e s  which e x i s t  between and among p o l i t i c a l l y  a c t i v e  

s te e l  w o rk e rs . Chapter 8 w i l l  focus on the p o l i t i c a l  use of  

the Labour Courts by the "new u n io n is t"  union.

Th is  chapter  focuses on i n t e r n a l  s p l i t s  and p o l ic y  

o r i e n t a t i o n s ,  in  a union def ined as "new u n i o n i s t " .  As s ta te d  

before in the In t r o d u c t io n  to  the t h e s i s ,  one o f  the  

o b je c t iv e s  o f  the  research was to  grasp the g r e a t e s t  po ss ib le  

d i v e r s i t y  in  w o rk e rs ’ percept ions  and a t t i t u d e s  so as to  map 

a thorough p i c t u r e  o f  the p o l i t i c a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  o f  t h i s  

"new u n io n is t "  group. By drawing on s t e e l  w o rk e rs ’ op in ions  

about "unionism" and " p o l i t i c s " ,  I  have a r r i v e d  a t  th re e  

" p o l i t i c a l  types" which I w i l l  suggest,  can a ls o  be found in  

other  "new u n io n is t "  s e t t i n g s .  Furthermore,  in an a t tem p t  to  

systematise  the  d iscuss ions ,  the chapter  w i l l  advance th re e
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basic  p ro p o s i t io n s .  F i r s t ,  i t  w i l l  be suggested t h a t  although  

s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s ,  wage c la im s and s t r i k e s  were played out  

in  the  per iod  1979-1990 in  an u n i t a r y  s t y l e  by s t e e lw o r k e r s , 

th e re  were in c re a s in g ly  d i s t i n c t  p o l i t i c a l  views a t  s ta k e .  

Second, i t  w i l l  be argued t h a t  a lthough the "new u n io n is t"  

union implemented a type o f  union government in strong  

c o n t r a s t  w ith  the prev ious b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism, th e re  are  

areas in  which a continuum w ith  the former type o f  unionism 

can be suggested. These areas o f  s i m i l a r i t y  w i l l  be 

i d e n t i f i e d  and commented on. T h i r d ,  i t  w i l l  be argued t h a t  

the d i f f e r e n c e s  in  b e l i e f s  and po in ts  o f  view found between 

the " p o l i t i c a l  types" observed in t h i s  case study ,  p o in t  in 

f a c t  to  some o f  the  u n de r ly ing  dilemmas o f  organised labour  

in B r a z i l  in the 1980s. Although the chapte r  does not c la im  

to  cover a l l  the p o l i t i c a l  types or a l l  the  dilemmas fa c in g  

organised labour in B r a z i l ,  i t  does c la im  to  br ing  

s i g n i f i c a n t  issues in to  focus .

1. The Two Groups o f S te e lw o rk e rs : th e  "A c tiv e  Group" and th e  

"N o n-A ctive  Group"

The s t a r t i n g  p o in t  o f  t h i s  a n a ly s is  was the d i v i s i o n  of  

the 55 in form ants ,  in to  two group, by the na ture  and le v e l  of  

t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in union p o l i t i c s . One group is  made up 

of  o rd in a ry  s te e l  w o rk e rs . whom I  have c a l l e d  "n o n -ac t i  v e " 

workers.  This category  is  based on the f a c t  t h a t  a lthough  

o rd in a ry  workers are un ion ised  and may take  p a r t  in mass 

meetings and s t r i k e s ,  they on ly  have sporad ic  p a r t i c i p a t i o n
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i n  u n io n  a c t i v i t i e s  and a r e  n o t  o f f i c i a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  as

a c t i v i s t s  by the union ( 1 ) .

In  c o n t r a s t ,  the second group is  made up o f  s te e lw o rke rs  

who were engaged in some o b j e c t i v e l y  recognisab le  a c t iv is m  in 

the per io d  1979 to  1990. I  have c a l l e d  t h i s  group Macti_ve 

w orkers" and included w i t h i n  i t  e le c te d  union le a d e rs ,  

members o f  the recognised o p p o s i t io n  to  the union ( 2 ) ,  CIPA 

r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  and s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s  ( 3 ) .

I f  we take the 55 in formants  in te rv ie w e d ,  we f i n d  t h a t  

33 were "n on-ac t ive "  s te e lw o rk e rs  and 22 were " a c t iv e  

s te e l  workers" in the above sense. This  chapter  w i l l  

co ncen tra te  on the d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  views ra ised by the  

group o f  " a c t iv e  workers" and w i l l  not deal w i th  the op in ions

1. The " n o n -a c t iv e "  group is  made up o f  33 workers, o f  whom 
30 were unionised and on ly  3 were not un ion ised .

2. The d e f i n i t i o n  of o f f i c i a l l y  recognised op p o s i t io n  has 
been based on those who presented competing s la t e s  in  the  
union e l e c t i o n s  o f  1986 and 1989.

3. A c t i v i s t s  have been d e f in e d  as workers who are a c t i v e l y  
m i l i t a n t  on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  but are  not union o f f i c i a l s .  The 
im portant  c r i t e r i o n  here is  t h a t  an a c t i v i s t  is  recognised as 
such by the  union e i t h e r  through a l i s t  o f  names, " L i s t  of  
A c t i v i s t s  o f  the Metal workers * Union", thus denoting a formal  
l i n k  between the worker and th e  union; through t a l k s  between 
union o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  from the s h o p - f lo o r ,  when the  
le a d e rs h ip  goes to  the s h o p - f lo o r  and p l a n t ’ s gates and gets  
in touch w ith  the emerging new a c t i v i s t s ;  or through the  
presence o f  a c t i v i s t s  in  meetings a t  the union c a l l e d  
e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  them.

A ct iv ism  on s h o p - f lo o r  can take  the form o f  o rg a n is a t io n  
and/or  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in meetings between workers, a g i t - p r o p  
a c t i v i t i e s  such as d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  the  u n io n ’ s b u l l e t i n s ,  and 
the p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  demands and gr ievances to  management.

Since the f i g u r e  o f  the  a c t i v i s t  was never f o r m a l ly  
recognised by the company and thus d id not hold any 
p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  d is m is s a l ,  i t  was observed t h a t  during  
conjunctures  o f  g r e a te r  p o l i t i c a l  repress ion  ag a in s t  shop-  
f l o o r  o r g a n is a t io n ,  a c t i v i s t s  tended to  p lay  down t h e i r  
p u b l ic  exposure on the s h o p - f lo o r  and concentra te  t h e i r  
a c t i v i t i e s  more on meetings a t  the union.
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o f  the  "non -ac t ive "  group o f  s t e e lw o r k e r s . Th is  d ec is ion  is  

based on the f a c t  t h a t  although most o f  the in formants  

presented a m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  views and percept ions  about  

" p o l i t i c s "  and "unionism", only the " a c t iv e  s te e l  workers"  

presented a comprehensive view about the s ix  issues which, I  

w i l l  argue, are c e n t ra l  to  an understanding o f  the dilemmas 

o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union. Moreover, the "n on -ac t ive "  workers  

did  not put forward a s e t  o f  op in ions ex te n s iv e  enough to  

a l lo w  the researcher  to  draw a comprehensive p o l i t i c a l  type  

( 4 ) .  The s tee lw orkers  from the " a c t iv e  group" on the  o ther  

hand, produced opin ions during the in te rv ie w s  which were 

comprehensive enough to  a l low  the drawing o f  a comparative  

f ramework.

I t  can be suggested t h a t  the d i f f e r e n t i a l  response o f  

the  " a c t iv e  group" and the  "n o n -a c t iv e  group" o f  s te e lw o rke rs  

i s  r e l a t e d  to  the f a c t  t h a t  the  less a worker p a r t i c i p a t e s ,  

the  less  he is  faced w i th  the demand to  express h is  view  

about p o l i t i c s  and unionism or to  put forward coherent  

a l t e r n a t i v e s  on issues he d i s l i k e s .  The " a c t iv e  s te e l  workers"  

on the o th e r  hand, take  p a r t  in  debates and are  c a l l e d  upon 

to  express op in ions about p o l i t i c s  and unionism w ith  g r e a te r  

r e g u l a r i t y ;  they t h e r e f o r e  have had the chance to  e la b o ra te  

a more coherent and comprehensive op in ion  about these issues.  

Moreover, the p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty / te n d e n c y  a f f i l i a t i o n  o f  some o f  

the s te e lw o rk e rs  can a lso  account f o r  t h e i r  g r e a te r  le v e l  of

4.  The op in ions and c r i t i q u e s  o f  "n o n -ac t ive "  s te e lw orke rs  
have been ra ised  throughout P a r t  I I  o f  the t h e s is ,  in  
Chapters 4, 5 and 6, and w i l l  be discussed again in  the
Conclusi o n .
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coherence and f o r  some o f  proposals put forward by them. This  

c h a p te r ,  however, w i l l  not a t tem pt  to  e x p la in  the o r i g i n s  or  

the reasons f o r  the e x is te n c e  o f  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  

p e rc ep t io n s ,  or to  lo c a te  causal r e la t io n s h ip s  between 

p o l i t i c a l  views and o th e r  s o c ia l  phenomena. I t  is  argued 

t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f s  are  shaped in s id e  as well as o u ts ide  

union a c t iv is m  f o r  example, through s u b s c r ip t io n  to  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c a l  ideo logy ,  or the  p o l i t i c a l  s o c i a l i s a t i o n  

of  the  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s f a m i l y .  Such issues are not w i t h in  the  

scope o f  t h i s  th e s is  and w i l l  not be addressed.

2. The C r i t e r i a  f o r  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  P o l i t i c a l  Views and the  

D i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  Opinions Among th e  " A c t ive  Group"

Since,  f o r  the reasons j u s t  s t a t e d ,  I  s h a l l  concentra te  

here on s te e lw orke rs  who are engaged in m i l i t a n t  a c t i v i t y  and 

have some degree o f  p o l i t i c a l  involvement,  one poss ib le  

c r i t e r i o n  f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t io n s  might  

have been by a f f i l i a t i o n  to  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s .  

Another c r i t e r i a  might have been by a f f i l i a t i o n  to  d i f f e r e n t  

p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  w i t h in  the CUT, one o f  B r a z i l i a n  workers  

autonomous co n fe de ra t ion s  ( 5 ) .  I  have d e l i b e r a t e l y  not used

5. Although CUT has c o n s o l id a te d  i t s e l f  as a Workers’ 
C o n fed era t io n ,  th e re  are  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  
w i t h in  i t .  These tendencies  rep re s en t  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  
p o s i t io n s  w i t h in  the labour movement, w ith  d i f f e r e n t  
programmes and p r i o r i t i e s  in  r e l a t i o n  to  t a c t i c s  and 
s t r a t e g y .  The d i f f e r e n c e s  r e l a t e ,  f o r  example, to  the  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  l e f t  wing p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  or even the  
a d m in is t r a t i v e  and f i n a n c i a l  aspects o f  ho lding a union. I t  
is  worth ment ioning, however, t h a t  th e r e  is  a group which 
holds a m a jo r i t y  in CUT and which is  c a l l e d  A r t i c u l a q a o . 
A r t ic u la c a o  is  made up o f  the  s o - c a l l e d  "group of  the 113",
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t h i s  c r i t e r i o n ,  however, on the grounds t h a t  a lthough

p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty / te n d e n c y  a f f i l i a t i o n  is  an important

i n d i c a t o r  o f  a w o rke r ’ s general p o l i t i c a l  sympathies, i t s

e x c lu s iv e  use would not reveal  very much. This is  so f o r  two

main reasons. F i r s t ,  because we found s p l i t s  between workers

a f f i l i a t e d  to  the same p o l i t i c a l  p a r t y .  The p o l i t i c a l

d ispu tes  which have taken p lace  in the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union

f o r  example, involved o f f i c i a l s  and m i l i t a n t s  from the same

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s ,  such as the  PT as w e l l  as the  PDT.

Secondly,  although we found t h a t  some a c t i v i s t s  and

e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l s  were a f f i l i a t e d  to  one o f  the 36

p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  a l le g e d  to  e x i s t  in s id e  CUT, these are

mostly  f l u i d  tendencies  l i a b l e  to  fuse between themselves,  or

even to  go out o f  e x is te n c e ,  in a r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  space of

t ime ( 6 ) .  Furthermore, the  d i f f e r e n c e s  between them are

o f te n  s u b t le  and not about c e n t r a l  issues.  As po in ted  out by

the in form ant:

"There is  one th in g  t h a t  must be c l e a r ,  a l l  these  
d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  in s id e  CUT e x i s t  a t  
the n a t io n a l  le v e l  . At the loca l  lev e l  o f  V o l t a  
Redonda, we cannot speak o f  them as tendencies  as

which r e f e r s  to  the union lea de rs  from the ABC region o f  Sao 
Paulo who were engaged in  the  f i r s t  s t r i k e s  in the  country  in  
1978 and 1 979. Luiz  In a c io  da S i l v a  -  Lula and o th er  
im portant  CUT and PT leaders  are grouped in the  Art icula ipao  
tendency.

6. Th is  es t im a te  was given by a union o f f i c i a l  from the  
Metal w o rke rs ’ Union ( J a d i r ) ,  who a lso  holds a p o s i t io n  in s id e  
CUT’ s Metalworkers Committee. Even though we can suggest t h a t  
t h i s  is  a ra th e r  exaggerated e s t im a te ,  the  f a c t  is  t h a t  th e re  
are many d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  in s id e  CUT. As f a r  as 
I  know, the on ly  comprehensive a n a l y t i c a l  research done on 
t h i s  s u b je c t  is  "Movimento S in d ic a l :  Uma R a d io g ra f ia  da
E s t r u t u r a ,  dos Personagens e das Contradigoes da Relagao 
C a p i t a l / T r a b a l h o " . Assessor ia  de Comunicacao Ltda.  Mimeo. 
1988.
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such s ince they are  not a fo rc e  as a group but are  
represented  by i n d i v i d u a l s .  Myself  and th re e  o thers  
are from the Forca Social  i s t a , Wagner and h is  
b ro th e r  from the A l ian q a  Democratica Socia l  i s t a . we 
a ls o  have th re e  from the Convergencia S o c i a l i s t a  
and so f o r t h .  Although we put forward d i f f e r e n t  
views, we are  not a c o n s t i tu te d  fo rc e  as such ( . . . )
We are a l l  members from CUT". (L u iz  -  union  
o f f i  ci a l )

These c o n s id e ra t io n s  allowed me to  conclude t h a t  i t  

would be more p ro d u c t ive  to  c l a s s i f y  the group o f  " a c t iv e  

s t e e l  workers" by re fe re n c e  to  some o f  the t h e o r e t i c a l  issues  

ra ised  in  the  In t r o d u c t io n  to  t h i s  th e s is  and by re fe re n c e  to  

t h e i r  views in  r e l a t i o n  to  the s ix  fo l lo w in g  issues:

1) What is  b e l ie v ed  to  be the a p p ro p r ia te  dimension o f  

the u n io n ’ s goals:  1 .1 .  e x c lu s iv e ly  lo ca l  shop-

f l o o r / u n i o n  l e v e l ,  or 1 .2 .  broader to  encompass issues  

r e la t e d  to  organised labour a t  the n a t io n a l  le v e l?

2) What type of  re p re s e n ta t io n  is  b e l iev ed  to  be more 

a p p ro p r ia te  w ith  regard to  the d e le g a t io n  o f  power 

between union o f f i c i a l s  and rank and f i l e :  2 . 1 .  e le c t e d  

union o f f i c i a l s  should have e x c lu s iv e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

d e l i v e r i n g  the goods to  t h e i r  c o n s t i tu e n t s ,  or 2 . 2 .  the  

d e le g a t io n  o f  power should be more w id e ly  d i s t r i b u t e d  

and should e x i s t  to  a l low  f o r  the emergence o f  

in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . to g e th e r  w i th  

" d i r e c t  democracy" types o f  ac t io n s  where goods are  

d e l iv e r e d  as a r e s u l t  o f  c o l l e c t i v e l y  shared  

responsi b i 1 i t i  es?
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3) What type of  union s e rv ic e s  should be d e f in ed  as a 

p r i o r i t y  in  the union: 3 . 1 .  more emphasis on w e l fa r e  

types o f  s e rv ic e s  such as the p ro v is io n  o f  doctors  and 

pension funds, or  3 . 2 .  more emphasis on " p o l i t i c a l  

education" types o f  a c t i v i t y  such as s h o r t  courses on 

the " p r i v a t i s a t i o n  o f  the  B r a z i l i a n  s t e e l  in d u s try "  or  

seminars on h e a l th  and s a fe ty?

4) Was the quest ion  o f  union democracy ra is e d  in  the  

in te r v ie w  as a r e l e v a n t  issue by the in form ant  ( 7 ) :

4 . 1 .  union democracy was ra ised by the  in form ant  as 

r e le v a n t  issue and i t  was suggested t h a t  the union must 

work to improve i t  o r ,  4 . 2 .  union democracy was not 

addressed by the in fo rm a nt  as a r e le v a n t  m a t te r .

5) How should the u n io n ’ s demands be put forward and 

n e g o t ia te d :  5 .1 .  d is p u te s  and demands should be played  

out w i t h in  a p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  framework,  

fo l low e d  by n e g o t ia t io n  and s e t t le m e n t ,  or  5 . 2 .  d isputes  

and demands can tu rn  in to  clashes in which the  very  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  framework is  put in to  quest ion  and 

n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  the  o th e r  pa r ty  are  seen as a "zero

7. Union democracy is  discussed here not from an a n a l y t i c a l  
p o in t  o f  view but from what s tee lw o rk e rs  b e l i e v e . When the  
in formants ta lk e d  about union democracy, they u s u a l ly  
r e fe r r e d  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  the  idea of t o le r a n c e  by union 
o f f i c i a l s  o f  o th e r  opposing union f a c t i o n s ,  so t h a t  
supporters  o f  those f a c t i o n s  should be ab le  to  be recognised  
as a c t i v i s t s ,  to  run f o r  e l e c t i o n s  as CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , 
to  address o ther  s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  mass meetings, and to  
present competing s l a t e s  a t  e l e c t i o n s  to  the union e x e c u t iv e .
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sum" game? ( 8 ) .

6) Who is  considered the u n io n ’ s a p p ro p r ia te  

i n t e r l o c u t o r  in  the process of p u t t in g  forward demands:

6 .1 .  company management e x c l u s i v e l y ,  or 6 .2 .  company 

management and government, or both, depending on the  

nature o f  the issue?

Based on the  responses to  these quest ions by 

s tee lw orkers  who made up the  " a c t iv e  group", the  22 

in formants were found to  d i s t r i b u t e  i n t o  th re e  d i f f e r e n t  

groups, as i l l u s t r a t e d  by F igures 7.1 and 7 .2 :

8. P izzorno has discussed the d i s t i n c t i o n s  between these two 
approaches. The author has de f ined  the f i r s t  approach as a 
"framework o f  n e g o t ia b le  ends" and the  second as "the  
p o l i t i c s  o f  t o t a l  commitment or as the  p u rs u i t  o f  non- 
ne go t iab le  ends". For more d e t a i l s  see P izzorno ,  A. P o l i t i c a l  
Soci o lo g y . 1971 page 10.
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F igure  7.1

A c t iv e  Group’ s Views on the  S ix  Issues Raised Above

Gro
ups

Issues

1.1 1.2 2.1 2.2 3.1 3 . 2 * 4.1 4.2 5.1 5.2 6.1 6.2

A X X X X X X

B X X X X X X X

C X
1 A  A  k" ^ .. . .. . . . . r

X
a  a 1a  n  r

X
‘ A'

X
.. - .. a .. t a  * F a  A a  ■ n

X
.....u .... - ....... t v t ....

X

In fo rm a n ts ;  and Group C = 10 In fo rm a n ts )  
Hope fVvan on* ophoo aUaveci "for vkfv> .

Figure  7.2

Number o f  S tee lw o rke rs  By Group and By Type o f  
P o l i t i c a l  A c t iv is m

Groups Types o f  P o l i t i c a l  A c t iv is m

A c t i 
v i s t

CIPA
Rep.

E lec
ted
Union
O f f i 
c i a l

Member
o f
Opposi
- t i o n
Groups

T o ta l
Ns

A 0 0 0 2* 2

B 5 3 2 0 10

C 1 0 6 2+ 10

* A lthough Lopes, from Group A, has been loca ted  
in  t h i s  F igure  as a member o f  the  O p p o s it io n ,  i t  i s  
worth  p o in t in g  ou t t h a t  he was an e le c te d  union 
o f f i c i a l  up to  1988.

+ A lthough Cerezo, from Group C, has been lo ca ted  
in  t h i s  F igure  as a member o f  the  O pp o s it io n ,  
he a ls o  became p re s id e n t  o f  the  CIPA in  1990.
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From F igure  7.1 i t  is  poss ib le  t o  see t h a t  workers  

belonging to  Group A b e l ie v e  t h a t  union goals should be more 

c ircum scr ibed  to  local  issues and t h a t  a more t r a d i t i o n a l  

type o f  d e le g a t io n  of power from rank and f i l e  to  union  

o f f i c i a l s  is  a b e t t e r  form o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . Members of  

Group A b e l i e v e  t h a t  the union should g ive  top p r i o r i t y  to  

w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  over p o l i t i c a l  educa t ion  and not r a is e  

quest ions to  do w ith  the issue o f  union democracy. F i n a l l y ,  

members o f  Group A b e l ie v e  t h a t  the demands put forward by 

the union should be of  a complete ly  n e g o t ia b le  na ture ,  w i th  

less emphasis on s t r i k e s ,  and t h a t  the a p p ro p r ia te  

i n t e r l o c u t o r  o f  a union is  management.

The b e l i e f s  o f  s tee lw orkers  in  Group B o f f e r s  a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r a s t  w ith  Group A. Members o f  Group B b e l ie v e  

t h a t  union goals ought to  inc lude  issues o f  a broader na ture  

and t h a t  d i r e c t  and c o l l e c t i v e  types o f  re p re s e n ta t io n  are  

b e t t e r  than the more t r a d i t i o n a l  d e le g a t io n  of  power. A 

p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  members o f  Group B can be seen 

in r e l a t i o n  to  t h e i r  op in ion about th e  na ture  of  union 

s e rv ic e s .  U n l ik e  Group A and Group C, members of  Group B 

b e l ie v e  t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  education a c t i v i t i e s  are very  

im portant  but t h a t  the union cannot withdraw from more 

t r a d i t i o n a l  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s .  The p o s i t io n  o f  Group B is  

unique in the  f a c t  t h a t  they see the issue o f  s e rv ic e s  from  

a complementary p o in t  of  view. For members o f  Group B, union 

democracy is  an important issue and should be improved as f a r  

as p o s s ib le  in  the f u t u r e .  In  regard to  the ra d ic a ln e s s  of  

demands, members o f  Group B i d e n t i f y  w i th  Group A in t h e i r
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emphasis on n e g o t ia b le  ends. But i t  should be noted t h a t  

th e r e  is  a s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  in  the type of  

" n e g o t ia t io n "  meant by each group. In s o f a r  as members o f  

Group B b e l ie v e  t h a t  d e le g a t io n  o f  power should be more 

e x te n s iv e ,  t h a t  d i r e c t  and c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  is  important  and 

democracy is  a s i g n i f i c a n t  issue, they should envisage more 

channels f o r  rank and f i l e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  the n e g o t ia t io n  

process, as w e l l  as a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  o f  the  a c t ion s  of  union 

o f f i c i a l s .  For Group A, on the o ther  hand, w ith  i t s  horizon  

o f  a t r a d i t i o n a l  d e le g a t io n  of power, th e r e  is  no a d d i t io n a l  

channel f o r  the  le a d e rs h ip  to  be accountable  to  the rank and 

f i l e ,  a p a r t  from the per iods  of  union e l e c t i o n s ,  when the  

rank and f i l e  have the  op p o r tu n i ty  to  e v a lu a te  t h e i r  

le a d e rs h ip .  F i n a l l y ,  members o f  Group B b e l ie v e  t h a t  the  

u n io n ’ s i n t e r l o c u t o r  should be management or government or  

both, depending on the na ture  of  the demands a t  s take .  This  

is  an im portant  d i s t i n c t i o n  from Group A, s ince the  

qu est ion ing  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system, f o r  example,  

n e c e s s a r i ly  b r ings  in the  government as an i n t e r l o c u t o r  f o r  

w o rke rs .

As to  s tee lw o rk ers  in  Group C, F igure  7.1 suggests t h a t  

t h e i r  op in ions  d i f f e r  complete ly  from those o f  Group A and 

c o in c id e  w ith  many of  those of  Group B. L ike  Group B, members 

from Group C b e l ie v e  t h a t  union goals  should encompass both 

loca l  and broader issues.  They b e l ie v e  in a more wider  

d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  the  d e le g a t io n  o f  power between the rank and 

f i l e  and union o f f i c i a l s ,  and de c la re  t h a t  union democracy is  

an im portant  issue .  As in  the case o f  Group B, members of
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Group C a lso  b e l i e v e  t h a t  both managers and government should 

be the u n io n ’ s i n t e r 1ocutors in the p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  workers  

demands. Two im portant  issues, however, d is t in g u is h  t h i s  

group from Group B: namely, union s e rv ice s  and the

ra d ic a ln e s s  o f  w o rkers ’ demands. For members of  Group C, and 

w ith  the  excep t io n  of  the lega l  s e r v ic e ,  the union should 

wind-up a l l  the  w e l fa r e  serv ices  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  provided by 

B r a z i l i a n  unions, such as medical and de n ta l  care .  In s tea d ,  

the union should prov ide  s e rv ice s  o f  a more educat ional  and 

o r g a n is a t io n a l  n a tu re ,  to  prepare th e  rank and f i l e  

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  f o r  a b e t t e r  understanding o f  economic, so c ia l  

and p o l i t i c a l  issues.  T h e ir  major o b j e c t i v e  w ith  these  

a c t i v i t i e s  is  t h a t  the lev e l  o f  m i l i t a n c y  among the rank and 

f i l e  should be enhanced. With regard to  the type of  

n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management and government proposed by the  

members o f  t h i s  group, they do a l low  f o r  the holding o f  

n e g o t ia t io n s ,  but they see them as a zero-sum game and are  

r e l u c t a n t ,  in  times o f  c r i s i s ,  to  hold back d i r e c t ,  

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  in favour  o f  media t ion and n e g o t ia t io n .

3. The Three P o l i t i c a l  Types Amongst th e  “A c tiv e  Group"

In an a t te m p t  to  c o n te x tu a l is e  the p o l i t i c a l  views o f  

the th re e  groups discussed above, in a h i s t o r i c a l  framework 

of  a more general  na ture ,  I  have l a b e l l e d  each group as a 

" p o l i t i c a l  type" ( 9 ) .  I  would l i k e  to  c l a r i f y  t h a t  in the

9. This e x e r c is e  was much in sp i re d  by the  work of  Peter  Winn, 
who combined a f a c t o r y  study w ith  o ra l  h i s t o r y  and t r i e d  to  
systematise  th e  way workers perce ived  and experienced
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t r a n s i t i o n  from groups A, B and C to  t h r e e  p o l i t i c a l  types ,  

I  have based myself  on the  in fo rm a n ts ’ op in ions  about the s ix  

issues ra ised  above, complemented by the in fo r m a n t ’ s 

d e s c r ip t io n s  and po in ts  o f  views about th e  events which took  

place in the union and on the s h o p - f lo o r  between 1979 and 

1990, and t h e i r  accounts o f  the p o l i t i c a l  s p l i t s  among 

d i f f e r e n t  union f a c t i o n s .  A g r e a te r  le v e l  of  g e n e r a l i s a t io n  

has been sought w ith  t h i s  e x e r c is e ,  so t h a t  some r e l a t i o n s  

w ith  the wider labour movement can be drawn. W ith in  t h i s  

p e rs p e c t iv e ,  the p o l i t i c a l  types o u t l in e d  below are suggested 

to  be c h a r a c te r i  s t i  c o f  a wider community, than the 22 

in formants analysed in t h i s  c h a p te r .  Although I  do not c la im  

to  have covered a l l  the  e x i s t i n g  p o l i t i c a l  types ,  i t  is  

argued t h a t  the p o l i t i c a l  types presented here i l l u s t r a t e  the  

d i v is io n s  w i t h in  organised labour in B r a z i l  and r e f l e c t  some 

of  the dilemmas o f  the "new u n io n is t"  union.  In the fo l lo w in g  

se c t io n  I  w i l l  p resent  a thorough a n a ly s is  of  each p o l i t i c a l  

type ,  whereby Group A is  c h a r a c t e r is e d  as "Trade Union 

P a t e r n a l i s t " , Group B as "Radical  R e f o r m is t " and Group C as 

"R e v o lu t io n a r y ".

unionism and p o l i t i c s  in  a C h i lean  c o t to n  m i l l .  The focus  
which I  most shared w i th  t h i s  author was h is  i n t e r e s t  in  
e x p lo r in g  the common ground among the workers which allowed  
f o r  m i l i t a n t ,  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  to  take  p la c e ,  as w el l  as h is  
i n t e r e s t  in e x p lo r in g  the d i v is io n s  and d i f f e r e n c e s  of  
percep t ion  among the w o rk e rs ’ group. For more d e t a i l s  see 
Winn, P. Weavers o f  R e v o lu t io n . 1986.
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3.1. The "Trade Union Paternalist" Type

S tee lw orkers  in  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type recognise c o n f l i c t s  

in s id e  the p l a n t  and th e  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r e s t s  o f  management 

and la bour ,  but they t r y  to  prevent d i r e c t  c lashes between 

workers and management in as many ways as p o s s ib le .  They 

b e l ie v e  in the p o t e n t i a l  o f  d i r e c t ,  personal n e g o t ia t io n s ,  

a t ta c h in g  g re a t  importance to  the r o le  played in  them by 

i n d iv id u a l  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  They lay g re a t  emphasis on the  idea  

of  de legated  power and wish to  "serve" the members in  the  

best po s s ib le  way. They g ive g re a t  a t t e n t i o n  to  the  

a d m in is t r a t i v e  aspects o f  the union and wish to  improve the  

w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s .

Th is  p o l i t i c a l  type can be sa id to  hold the g r e a t e s t  

s i m i l a r i t i e s  w i th  the b u re a u c ra t ic  le a d e rs h ip  o f  the  so-  

c a l l e d  "p e le g o " union, as i t  ex is te d  before  the emergence of  

the new u n io n is t  movement. As we s h a l l  see, a lthough workers  

who subscribe  to  " t ra d e  union paterna l ism " have a c r i t i c a l  

assessment o f  the union under Waldemar Lustosa,  they  

c o n s t i t u t e  a kind of  continuum with  the p o l i c i e s  o f  the  

former union government. The view which most c h a r a c t e r is e s  

t h i s  pe rc ep t ion  is  t h a t  held by the workers c a l l e d  Lopes and 

J a i r .  The f i r s t ,  Lopes, was an e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l  up to  

1988, when he was e x p e l le d  from the union e x e c u t iv e  by o th e r  

o f f i c i a l s  as a r e s u l t  o f  a clash (see chapter  6 on t h i s  

i s s u e ) .  He then became o p po s i t io n  and presented a competing 

s l a t e  in the union e l e c t i o n s  of  1989. The second, J a i r ,  

headed one o f  the o p p o s i t io n  s la t e s  in the union dur ing  the
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1983 and 1986 e l e c t i o n s ,  but l o s t  on both occasions (see  

F igure  7 . 2 ) .

A longside h is  strong involvement in  the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e

aspects o f  the  union, Lopes was the o f f i c i a l  who c a r r ie d  out

weekly meetings w ith  the head of  the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s

Department, to  so lve  w orkers ’ problems w i th  the company a t  a

d i r e c t  l e v e l .  According to  Lopes:

"There was Lustosa in the  past who deluded us w i th  
many promises t h a t  he would see to  the w o rk e rs ’ 
problems. As i t  turned ou t ,  the union was in a big  
mess under Lustosa and when we, the  Opposit ion  
group took o f f i c e  in 1983, we saw the  union to  be 
in a desperate  s i t u a t i o n .  Debts, lack  o f  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , e tc .  We sought to  change t h a t  ( . . . )  
but soon c lashes s t a r t e d  to  appear between union 
d i r e c t o r s .  The f i r s t  problem arose during the 1984 
s t r i k e  but we managed to  solve t h a t .  Between 1984 
and 1986 the  union was p r a c t i c a l l y  led by fo u r  
o f f i c i a l s :  myself  and Ivo  in the a d m in is t r a t io n  o f  
the union and Juarez and Albano in  the p o l i t i c a l  
l e a d e rs h ip .  ( . . . )  My divergence w i th  the o th e r  
union o f f i c e r s  was a d m in is t r a t i v e  but t h i s  l a t e r  
developed in t o  a personnel c la sh .  Th is  was because 
although our work was not 100% w i th o u t  f a i l u r e ,  I  
t h in k  I  c o n t r ib u te d  a l o t  to  the union. I  had a 
type o f  a c t i v i t y  which was c r e a t in g  envy and 
j e a lo u s y  from o ther  o f f i c i a l s  because my o f f i c e  was 
always f u l l  o f  rank and f i l e  workers asking me to  
help them out in t h e i r  problems w i th  the company.
They would br ing  in gr ievances t h a t  I  was ab le  to  
so lve  in  almost a l l  the  cases through a co n tac t  
t h a t  I  had a t  the company ( r e f e r s  to  the meetings  
w ith  the  head o f  the I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  
Department a t  the N at iona l  S te e l  Company). 
D i s c i p l i n a r y  punishment, problems w i th  promotion  
and u n f a i r  d ismissal  were the s o r t  o f  issues t h a t  
workers brought.  Because o f  the c o n ta c t  I  had, I  
was ab le  to  re s t o r  many o f  the w o rk e rs ’ p o s i t io n s  
and t h i s  gave me p o p u la r i t y  amongst the workers.
Th is  is  what caused envy from o th e r  union leaders  
here (Lopes -  union o f f i c i a l  from 1983 to  1988 and 
then ,  member o f  o p p o s i t io n ) .

Such a s trong  emphasis on one ’ s own e f f o r t s ,  on the  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  de legated power and the  l e a d e r ’ s almost  

"messianic m iss ion" ,  has a lso  been c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  J a i r .
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His s l a t e  was descr ibed by some c r i t i c a l  in form ants  as the

"company’ s s l a t e "  because of  the  high degree of

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  which, in t h e i r  view, e x is t e d  between J a i r ’ s

p o s i t io n s  and the company’ s. Although he was o r i g i n a l l y  a

fu rnace  worker,  a f t e r  25 years of  s e rv ic e  in the  company he

became the  head o f  a sec to r  in the A d m in i s t r a t i v e  Department.

His r o le  is  to  f o l lo w  through a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and b u re a u c ra t ic

problems t h a t  employees have w ith  the company. Th is  gives him

a g r e a t  deal o f  power, and l i k e  Lopes he i s  very  keen on the

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  problems between workers and the  company. His

p o s i t io n  can a lso  be said  to  be t y p i c a l  o f  the  "union

p a t e r n a l i s t "  type because he bases on h is  supposed power to

"help" workers out:

" I  was c a l l e d  to  head one of  the s l a t e s  a t  the  time  
o f  union e le c t i o n s  because I am w id e ly  known by 
workers and I  know they see me as a man who t r i e s  
to  he lp  them, as a man who gives h is  best  to  o thers  
and does not do harm. ( . . . )  My programme was a 
programme o f  j u s t i c e ,  which demanded w o rke rs ’ 
r i  g h t s .
-What s o r t  of  r igh ts ?
R igh t  to  s t r i k e ,  r i g h t  o f  a decent wage, r i g h t  to  
t r a n s f e r  from one department to  another  ( . . . )  and 
o th e r  s o c ia l  fu n c t io n s  o f  the w e l l  being o f  the  
workers" ( J a i r  -  member o f  o p p o s i t io n ) .

The elements of  c o n t i n u i t y ,  as i t  were,  w i th  the

b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism o f  the past are  p a r t i c u l a r l y  apparent

in two a rea s .  One is  the acceptance o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  form

of  d e le g a t io n  o f  power between rank and f i l e  and union

o f f i c i a l s  as d e f in ed  by the Labour Code, and the  absence of

any proposal to  c re a te  o ther  o f f i c i a l  forms o f  s h o p - f lo o r

re p r e s e n t a t io n  and/or  in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  le a d e rs h ip .

A second area  o f  c o n t i n u i t y  w ith  the  past  is  the lack of

any c r i t i c i s m  about the o r ig in s  or n a tu re  o f  the w orkers ’
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" r i g h t s "  g r a n t e d  by t h e  CLT Law o r  t h e  company, and a

complete p a s s i v i t y  in  r e l a t i o n  to  any a t tem pts  to  change the

basis  upon which those r ig h t s  were c re a te d .  For the  "union

p a t e r n a l i s t "  type ,  the r o le  o f  the union is  to  see t h a t

workers get " t h e i r  f a i r  share" w i th in  an i n s t i t u t i o n a l  order

e s ta b l is h e d  ou ts ide  the w o rke rs ’ s t r u g g le .  The b u re a u c ra t ic

lea ders  o f  the past ,  as pointed out by De Souza M a rt ins

(1 9 7 9 :1 6 8 -1 6 9 )  a lso  perce ived  union r i g h t s  and d u t ie s

"through the eyes" o f  the  e x is t i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Moreover,

they too saw i t  as t h e i r  r o le  to  "adm in is te r  the  union in the

best po ss ib le  way", to  preserve  the i n s t i t u t i o n ’ s assets  and

to  a c t  as a mediator  between management and the government.

For the "union p a t e r n a l i s t "  type ,  "union" and " p o l i t i c s "

are elements which cannot be put to g e th e r ;  union goals  should

be l i m i t e d  to  lo ca l  issues; and the u n io n ’ s r o le  should be to

seek n e g o t ia t io n  by a l l  means, a t  the expanse o f  d i r e c t ,

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .  According to  them:

"For me the  problem in  t h i s  union le a d e rs h ip  now is  
the mix up between union and p o l i t i c s .  See the  
union lawyer f o r  example, instead o f  doing h is  
work, he is  j u s t  doing par ty  p o l i t i c s  during  
working hours. ( . . . ) .  This is  one o f  the  problems 
which has caused the clashes between f a c t i o n s ,  
since  we a l l e g e  t h a t  th e re  has been a misuse o f  the  
union f o r  e l e c t o r a l  p o l i t i c s  by Juarez and h is  
group. The o th er  problem here a t  p resent  is  a 
d ispu te  over power, instead  of  t r y i n g  to  help out  
the worker" (Lopes -  union o f f i c i a l  s ince  1983 and 
then member o f  o p po s i t io n  s ince 1989) .

" I  agree t h a t  workers can s t r i k e  but I  d isagree  
w ith  p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e s .  I  th in k  the union can make 
"gr ievance s t r i k e s "  ( greve r e i v i n d i c a t i v a ) but not  
p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e s  such as general s t r i k e s  or the  
November s t r i k e  ( . . . ) .  I  agree w ith  s t r i k e s  over  
wages s ince  one needs to  put p ressure ,  but I  am 
a g a in s t  p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e s .  I  th in k  we have to  hold  
on to  union p o l i t i c s  and not mix th in g s  up" ( J a i r  -  

member o f  o p p o s i t io n ) .
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I t  can be suggested t h a t  the " p a t e r n a l i s t "  view o f  a 

complete se p a ra t io n  between union and p o l i t i c s  o r ig in a t e s  

from the  way in which these s te e lw o rke rs  d e f in e  what are  

proper union g o a ls . In  t h i s  sense, i t  i s  s i m i l a r  to  the  

p o s i t io n  held by some o rd in a ry  workers who a l l e g e  t h a t  the  

union has ex er ted  "goal displacement" by mixing to gether  

" p o l i t i c s "  and "union issues" .  This type  o f  debate has a lso  

been present  w i t h in  organised labour a t  n a t io n a l  lev e l  and 

w i l l  be discussed in the concluding s e c t io n  o f  t h i s  chapter .

3 . 2 .  The "Radical  R efo rm is t  P o l i t i c a l "  Type

Although some e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l s  -  e s p e c i a l l y  those

o r i g i n a t i n g  from the Church movement -  f a l l  under the

" ra d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  p o l i t i c a l  type ,  t h i s  type is  most

p r e v a le n t  among the in te rm e d ia te  le a d e rs h ip  o f  a c t i v i s t s  and

CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r  (see F igure 7 . 2 ) ,

s t i l l  w i th  a s trong i d e n t i t y  as manual workers.  The f i r s t

im portant  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  members in t h i s  type is  t h a t  they

i d e n t i f y  w i th  and are in t e r e s t e d  in both union p o l i t i c s  and

n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s :

" I  l i k e  p o l i t i c s ,  union or o th e r .  I  have even become a 
union a c t i v i s t " .  ( I n f .  48 -  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t ) .

" I  am in te r e s t e d  in p o l i t i c s  ( . . . )  and we as 
a c t i v i s t s  t a l k  about p o l i t i c s  and the present  
s i t u a t i o n " .  ( I n f .  26 s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t ) .

I t  can be suggested t h a t  these workers have been 

in f lu e nce d  by the de m o cra t is a t ion  process in  B r a z i l ,  and as 

pointed out by Pao l i  ( 1 9 9 0 : 1 4 ) ,  are seeking p u b l ic  expression  

to  vo ice  t h e i r  demands. Although not e x c l u s i v e l y ,  many have
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been p o l i t i c a l l y  s o c ia l i s e d  by s o c ia l  movements such as

Worker’ Pastora l  or  Community A ssocia t ions  or  by t h e i r  work

as a c t i v i s t s  or  CIPA re p re s e n t a t iv e s  on the  s h o p - f lo o r .  They

have p a r t i c i p a t e d  in more group discussions and had a g r e a te r

le v e l  o f  p o l i t i c a l  in fo rm a t io n  than the o r d in a r y  w o rk e r . Most

probably  as a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  s o c i a l i s a t i o n ,  workers in  t h i s

p o l i t i c a l  type b e l ie v e  less  in a system o f  de legated  power

and va lue  a c t iv e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a longside a l e g i t i m a t e  system

o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . Thus, although they acknowledge the

importance o f  leaders  such as Juarez Antunes, they a lso

present  an i n t e r e s t  in union democracy and c r i t i c i s e  some

p r a c t ic e s  of  the "new u n io n is t"  e x e c u t iv e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  what

they c a l l  the "populism" or  "mass m an ipu la t ion"  o f  the  Juarez

Antunes type o f  lea d e rs h ip :

" I  th in k  the union has changed a l o t  s ince Juarez  
and t h a t  th e re  is  g r e a t e r  m o b i l i s a t io n .  Although he 
might not have been a good p re s id e n t  in some 
respects he had an e x t r a o r d in a r y  ca p a c i ty  to  
m obi l ise  the workers" .  ( I n f .  13 -  s h o p - f lo o r
a c t i  v i s t ) .

"This union has many problems, i t  has a “combative  
image" but a lso  a g r e a t  deal o f  populism. My group 
was c r i t i c a l  o f  t h i s  populism but i t  is  hard to  
spread the  message among the rank and f i l e " .  ( Luiz  
-  e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .

" I  th in k  t h a t  Juarez was a born le a d e r ,  he has 
a lready  proved h is  s t re n g th  but d id  to  a l low  f o r  
the emergence o f  o t h e r  lea de rs .  Th is  co nstra ined  
th in g s  a b i t .  Th is  was a p o p u l is t  v is io n  o f  
th in g s " .  ( I n f .  25 -  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t )

Workers who share t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  view put g r e a t  s t re ss

on "g ra s s - ro o ts  work” ( t r a b a lh o  de base) ,  which im p l ies  in

g iv in g  to  workers or p a r t i c i p a n t s  in o th e r  s o c ia l  movements,

in fo rm a t io n  and encouragement to  debate so t h a t  they can

develop the co n d i t io n s  to  judge and take  a c t io n  by t h e i r  own
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l i g h t s .  I t  may be because o f  t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  t h e

" r a d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  values the p o l i t i c a l  educat ion  a c t i v i t i e s

c a r r ie d  out in  the union. Such in form ants  acknowledged,

however, t h a t  an informed and a c t iv e  s h o p - f lo o r  movement is

d i f f i c u l t  to  achieve:

" I  am t r y i n g  to  f in d  a way to  accomplish t h a t ,  a 
way to  respond to  t h e i r  quest ions because many 
t imes the  s h o p - f lo o r  workers say th in g s  t h a t  are  
n a iv e .  One example o f  something I  heard was t h a t  
they t h in k  the union is  wrong, f o r  example, to  cut  
out s e rv ic e s  or change th ing s  because in  the  past  
workers obta ined s e rv ic e s  i f  they had a f r i e n d  or  
r e l a t i v e  and were given p r i o r i t y .  Some people th in k  
t h a t  the change in the union is  f o r  the worse.  
Another example t h a t  I  can r a is e  is  t h a t  my mates 
on the s h o p - f lo o r  sometimes say I  am always  
" a g a in s t" ,  t h a t  I  am from the "a g a in s t  group" (he 
laughs) because I  am always r a is i n g  problems on the  
s h o p - f lo o r .  I  t h in k  t h i s  view is  wrong but I  
a l re a d y  have a p o l i t i c a l  perc ep t ion  o f  t h in g s ,  they  
don ’ t . ( . . . ) .  The uni on has been very a c t i  ve on t h i  s 
f r o n t ,  th e re  used to  be t a l k s ,  meetings between 
a c t i v i s t s ,  "courses f o r  p o l i t i c a l  fo rm a t io n " .  This  
type o f  course is  very im portant  because we lea rn  
many th in g s .  ( . . . )  I  t h in k  we have to  r e - s t a r t  the  
type o f  work t h a t  was done in 1983 to  r a is e  the  
p o l i t i c a l  consciousness o f  the s h o p - f lo o r  worker,  
we have to  organise  courses, p o l i t i c a l  debates  
because a l though 100% consciousness is  impossib le  
to  ach ieve ,  70% is  po s s ib le  ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  26 -  
s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t ) .

"This  union has changed and now, w i th  the new union 
s t a t u t e s  even more. We do not seek to  in f lu e n c e  the  
rank and f i l e  but to  broaden t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .
What we want is  t h a t  the rank and f i l e  stops being 
a "base" (massa) and s t a r t s  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  a c t i v e l y  
and to  decide on t h e i r  own f u t u r e " .  (Albano -  
e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .

In  regard to  n a t io n a l  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s ,  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

type presents  strong statements  a g a in s t  f a c t o r y  e x p l o i t a t i o n  

and has an acute sense o f  the  i n j u s t i c e  in  s o c ie t y .  This  

al lows us to  understand why f o r  them the union ought a ls o  to  

have goals o f  a broader n a tu re ,  and why, in  t h e i r  view,  

managers as w el l  as government ought to  be the  u n io n ’ s
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i n t e r l o c u t o r . Th is  p o l i t i c a l  type is  ve ry  s i m i l a r  to  the

C hilean " r a d ic a l  re fo rm is t"  type analysed by Winn (1 9 7 9 :1 3 5 ) ,

who has g r e a t  f a i t h  in w ork ing -c las s  s o l i d a r i t y  and combines

r e v o lu t i o n a r y  r h e t o r i c  w ith  r e fo rm is t  p o s i t io n s .  In  B r a z i l i a n

n a t io n a l  terms, t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type t a l k s  vaguely  about a

s o c i a l i s t  s o c ie t y  but would most probably  agree w ith  a

ra d ic a l  s o c ia l  democracy. They are voted and some stood as

municipal ca nd ida tes  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  such as PT and PDT

and are members o f ,  or c lose to  e i t h e r  W orkers ’ Pastora l  or

Community A s s o c ia t io n s .

A f i n a l  p o in t  of  i n t e r e s t  is  t h e i r  percept ion  o f  the

p o l i t i c a l  type  which w i l l  be discussed next -  the

" r e v o lu t i o n a r y  group” . While they  recognise the

"r e v o lu t io n a r y  group" as a l e g i t im a t e  p o s i t i o n ,  which allowed

the s i t u a t i o n  o f  the s te e l  w o rke rs ’ in V o l t a  Redonda to  be

improved in many ways, s tee lw orkers  who share the " ra d ic a l

re fo rm is t "  p o l i t i c a l  view ra is e  a very i n t e r e s t i n g  quest ion:

how f a r  is  i t  po s s ib le  to  " p o l i t i c i s e "  th e  w o rke rs ’ movement

around l e f t  wing issues but s t i l l  keep c lo s e  co ntac t  w ith  the

s h o p - f lo o r  and w o rke rs ’ demands?:

"Although I  am a lso  c r i t i c a l  o f  Juarez ( the  
in fo rm ant  is  r e f e r r i n g  to  J u a r e z ’ s a l leg e d  
populism) the  o ther  p o l i t i c a l  views in the union 
have to  understand t h a t  V o l ta  Redonda is  V o l ta  
Redonda. I t  i s  not poss ib le  to  " import"  some p o l ic y  
from o u t s id e ,  t r y i n g  to  f o r g e t  how our movement 
began and how Juarez was i m p o r t a n t . ( . . . )  An example 
of  t h i s  was the proposal led by a group in the  
union e x e c u t iv e  t h a t  the way to  so lve  the  company’ s 
t e r r i b l e  economic s i t u a t i o n  would be to  l e t  the  
company be run by the workers.  The proposal was f o r  
the government to  g ive  the workers c o n tro l  o f  the  
company. I  th in k  t h i s  is  a r a d ic a l  suggestion and 
com ple te ly  separated from r e a l i t y ,  which leads  
nowhere". (L u iz  -  e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .
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Although th e re  is  no doubt t h a t ,  f o r  the " rad ica l  

r e f o r m i s t " ,  "union" and " p o l i t i c s "  r e l a t e  c lo s e ly  to g e th er ,  

they a ls o  seek c l e a r l y  to  demarcate the  two f i e l d s .  Perhaps 

the most c l e a r  statement in t h i s  respect  was given by a union 

o f f i c i a l  :

"The union cannot have a p a r t y ,  cannot be 
a f f i l i a t e d  to  any p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n is a t io n .  The union 
is  an i n s t i t u t i o n  of  the rank and f i l e  and belongs 
to  everyone. The lea de rs h ip  can belong to  whatever  
p a r ty  i t  wishes, as can the rank and f i l e ,  but one 
cannot expel a worker who has f o r  example voted fo r  
Col l o r  in the p r e s id e n t ia l  e l e c t i o n s .  No! The union 
belongs to  the ca teg or i  a o f  metal w o rk e rs . I  can 
even d isagree  w ith  t h i s  worker and t r y  to  discuss  
w ith  him, but the union belongs t o  a l l .  At the  
moment a union s t a r t s  to  make p a r ty  p o l i t i c s  than  
i t  is  f in is h e d  because i t  s t a r t s  to  r e s t r i c t  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n " .  (Albano -  e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .

According to  another worker:

" I  t h in k  t h a t  the union movement got in to  the wrong 
t r a c k .  Ins tead  o f  making a se p a ra t io n  between union 
movement and p o l i t i c a l  movement, th e  o f f i c i a l s  are using 
the union as a way to  o b ta in  a b e t t e r  p o s i t io n  or to  
gain p o l i t i c a l  importance a t  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c a l  l e v e l .  
( . . . ) .  I  t h in k  t h a t  i t  is  wrong to  mix these two le v e ls  
t o g e t h e r " .  ( I n f .  9 -  CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ) .

Th is  debate a lso  appears in r e l a t i o n  to  the p o l i c i e s  led

by organised labour a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  when workers in t h is

p o l i t i c a l  type questioned the performance o f  c e r t a i n  leaders

whom they c l a s s i f y  as " r a d i c a l " :

" In  the p a s t ,  w orkers ’ leaders  used to  be more on 
the  s ide  o f  management, o f  the e n t r e p r e n e u r s . Now 
the  leade r  I  most l i k e  is  Medeiros (P r e s id e n t  of  
CGT) from Sao Paulo. He does not defend only  labour  
but a lso  c a p i t a l ,  which is  im portant  f o r  labour .  He 
is  not a r a d ic a l  man. For me he has a broader view 
about the issue .  Meneguel l i  (from CUT) on the o ther  
hand is  a r a d i c a l .  He only defends labour,  
f o r g e t t i n g  t h a t  the development o f  c a p i t a l  is  
needed so t h a t  jobs can be c re a te d ,  w h i le  Medeiros  
sees both s id e s " .  ( I n f .  46 -  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t ) .

" I  t h in k  Lula  (P re s id e n t  o f  the PT) has changed 
over the years from h is  t ime as a manual worker to
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now, and some people c r i t i c i s e  t h i s .  I  don’ t .  I  
t h in k  he has become more aware t h a t  a p a r ty  is  not  
t h a t  th in g  to  go around shouting t h a t  workers w i l l  
break th in g s  down, t h a t  they  w i l l  do t h i s  and t h a t .
We have to  th in k  t h a t  to  be a leader  one has to  be 
w el l  prepared. But on the o th e r  hand J a i r  
Meneguel l i  (P re s id e n t  o f  CUT) does not change and 
continues to  appear on ly  to propose general  
s t r i k e s ,  general s t r i k e s .  He should see t h a t  the  
country and the B r a z i l i a n  w orkers ’ mind do not  
agree w ith  t h a t ,  but he i n s i s t s " .  ( I n f .  44 -  CIPA 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ).

F i n a l l y ,  another im portan t  issue ra ised  by t h i s

p o l i t i c a l  type in r e l a t i o n  to  the " r e v o lu t io n a r y  type"

concerns the nature  o f  the s e rv ic e s  t h a t  the  union should

o f f e r  i t s  rank and f i l e .  As we have seen above, although t h i s

p o l i t i c a l  type regard p o l i t i c a l - e d u c a t i o n  a c t i v i t i e s  as very

im portan t ,  they do not agree t h a t  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  should

end, as proposed by the  " revol  u t i  onary ty p e " .  I t  can be

suggested t h a t  t h i s  p o s i t io n  is  born out o f  t h e i r  knowledge

of  the needs o f  s te e l  w o rk e rs , in  a country  w i th  no w e l fa r e

s t a t e  and w ith  very bad h e a l th  and s o c ia l  s e c u r i t y  s e rv ic e s .

As pointed out by an in fo rm a nt :

" ( . . . )  I  sometimes hear comments from workers on the  
s h o p - f lo o r ,  who say t h a t  in a way the union got worse 
a f t e r  the "new unionism" because i t  underwent a ra d ic a l  
change. They a l l e g e  t h a t  nowadays one cannot help a 
fa m i ly  member to  have medical care in  the union, as i t  
happened in  the p a s t .  ( . . . )  They say t h a t  a f t e r  the  
changes, union o f f i c i a l s  d iminished the number of  
doctors ,  d e n t i s t s ,  the  w e l fa r e  s e r v ic e ,  and what was 
l e f t ?  Some s h o p - f lo o r  workers quest ion where t h e i r  money 
goes, because they cannot see the union doing anyth ing  
concrete  f o r  them. Although we ( a c t i v i s t s )  t r y  to  
e x p la in  to  the worker about the  p o l i t i c a l  s ide  of  
unionism and t h a t  th in g s  are  more complicated than t h a t ,  
I  can understand t h e i r  p o in t  of  v iew " .  ( I n f .  26 -  shop- 
f l o o r  a c t i  v i s t ) .

439



3.3. The "Revolutionary" Political Type

This  p o l i t i c a l  type is  predom inant ly  made up o f  workers

who hold posts as union o f f i c i a l s  and, to  a le s se r  degree, of

o p p o s i t io n  group members and an a c t i v i s t  (see F igure  7 . 2 ) .  As

f a r  as n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c a l  a f f i l i a t i o n s  are concerned, the

workers in t h i s  group subscribe  to  CUT, one o f  B r a z i l i a n

w o rk e rs ’ co n fe d e ra t io n  and, in  g r e a t  numbers but not

e x c l u s i v e l y ,  to  the PT -  Worker ’ P a r ty .  N o tw iths tand ing  these

a f f i l i a t i o n s ,  many of  the workers among t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type

can be de f in ed  as having "double m i l i t a n c y " :  t h a t  i s ,  they

are members o f  CUT and PT but are a f f i l i a t e d  a t  the  same

tim e ,  to  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  tendencies  and f a c t i o n s  ins ide

the CUT and the  PT. Among these tendencies  are:  A r t i c u l a c a o ,

P o l f t i c a  Q p e r a r i a , Convergencia Socia l  i s t a  and the A1 ian<:a

Democratica S o c i a l i s t a , the l a s t  two T r o t s k y s t  i n s p i r a t i o n ,

and more r e c e n t ly  the P a r t id o  Comunista B r a s i l e i r o  (PCB).

Although the  " r e v o lu t io n a r y  type" b e l ie v e  t h a t  union

goals  should be both lo ca l  and broader in  n a tu re ,  and th a t

the union should d i r e c t  demands to  both management and

government, they a lso hold t h a t  th e r e  has to  be c le a r

demarcation between "union" and " p o l i t i c s " :

"One has to  know how to  draw the l i n e  between union 
movement and party  p o l i t i c s .  Although many o f  us 
are a f f i l i a t e d  to  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s ,  we must 
respect  the  union movement and here we deal w i th  
union issues .  P a r ty  p o l i t i c s  is  something 
d i f f e r e n t "  ( J a d i r  -  e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .

The lab e l  " revol u t i o n a r y " is  g iven to  them here,

because they al 1 hold a M a rx is t  view o f  the world and a

c o n f l i c t u a l  model o f  s o c ie ty .  However, t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type
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d i v i d e s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h r e e  p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t s : t h e  n a t u r e  o f

"s oc ia l  r e v o l u t i o n " ;  p o s i t io n s  regard ing  union democracy and 

the end goals  o f  union a c t iv is m .  I  s h a l l  discuss each p o in t  

along t h i s  s e c t io n .

The f i r s t  d i v i s i v e  p o in t  is  the  way in which "s oc ia l  

re v o lu t io n "  should be c a r r i e d  out .  While  some w i l l  emphasise 

the i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of bloodshed to  end what they c a l l  

" B r a z i l ’ s savage c a p i ta l i s m " ,  o thers  can fo resee  change 

ta k in g  p lace  through democratic  e l e c t i o n s .  As a whole, they  

present  a high le v e l  of  d i s t r u s t  of  b u re a u c ra t ic  procedures  

and i n s t i t u t i o n s  such as the M in is t r y  o f  Labour, and they  

have sought a complete break w i th  the  past mode o f  

b u re a u c ra t ic  le a d e rs h ip .  They see themselves as c o n s t i t u t in g  

a "new" le a d e rs h ip  and lo c a te  the issue o f  the o f f e r i n g  of  

union w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  as a d ispute  between "welfar ism" and 

"mass m o b i l i s a t i o n " ,  as i f  the one com plete ly  excluded the  

o th e r .  As a r e s u l t ,  they s t ro n g ly  oppose the  o f f e r i n g  o f  any 

union w e l f a r e  -  w ith  the exception o f  leg a l  s e rv ices  -  and 

have been p ro g re s s iv e ly  reducing t h i s  type o f  a c t i v i t y  in the  

Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union.

The r e v o lu t io n a r y  group c r i t i c i s e s  the d e le g a t io n  of  

power and p laces g rea t  emphasis on o rga n is ed ,  g ra s s - ro o ts  

b a se d - le a d e rs h ip .  This  p o s i t io n  sh arp ly  c o n tra s ts  w ith  t h a t  

of  the " p a t e r n a l i s t "  type f o r  whom union work is  detached  

from any kind o f  o r g a n is a t io n a l  a t t e n t i o n .  Fol low ing the work 

of Batstone (1 9 7 7 ) ,  who analysed the views and ac t ion s  o f  

o f f i c i a l s  and in te rm e d ia te  s h o p - f lo o r  le a d e rs ,  i t  can be 

suggested t h a t  one of  the basic  issue o f  co nten t ion  between
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the " p a t e r n a l i s t "  and the " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " p o l i t i c a l  type is

the d i f f e r e n c e  between "d e legat ion"  and " r e p r e s e n t a t i o n " .

According to  Batstone ( 1 9 7 7 : 2 9 - 3 0 ) ,  the debate

concentra tes  p r i m a r i l y  on the e x te n t  to  which union o f f i c i a l s

should merely c a r ry  out the wishes o f  t h e i r  members, r a th e r

than e x e r t  d i s c r e t i o n  in pursuing t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s .  W ith in

t h i s  framework, the  idea o f  a de legate  " is  t h a t  he should be

mandated by h is  members and do no more or  less than c a r ry  out

t h e i r  wishes".  By c o n t r a s t ,  the r e p r e s e n t a t i  ve is  "o f ten

expected to  adopt much more of  a lea d e rs h ip  r o le ,  ta k in g

i n i t i a t i v e s  and p la y in g  a major p a r t  in  the development of

p o l i c i e s  as w e l l  as in t h e i r  e x e cu t io n " .

Moreover, the " r e v o lu t io n a ry  type" puts g re a t  emphasis

on new forms o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  besides the  t r a d i t i o n a l  rank

and f i l e  -  union o f f i c i a l  one. They encourage w o rke rs ’

o rg a n is a t io n  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and promote " p o l i t i c a l

education courses" or the broad d issem inat ion  of  in fo rm a t io n ,

w h i le  s t re s s in g  the  c lose r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s h o p - f lo o r

problems and p o l i t i c a l  issues.

A cc ord ing ly ,  the " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " type  is  h ig h ly  c r i t i c a l

o f  those who subscribe  to  views held by the "union

p a t e r n a l i s t "  le a d e rs .  But, they address t h e i r  main c r i t i c i s m

to  Juarez Antunes, the c h a r is m a t ic  le a d e r :

"We b e l ie v e  t h a t  a cornerstone f o r  any union work 
is  the work o f  o rg a n is in g  the workers,  and the  
problem we face  is  t h a t  the beginning o f  the  
movement here was c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  w ith  the  
personalism o f  Ju arez" .  (Wagner -  union o f f i c i a l  
since 1986 and union P re s id en t  a f t e r  the 1989 union 
e l e c t i  o n ) .

"Although the union is  composed o f  a p o l i t i c a l  
c o a l i t i o n  the  problem of  our group is  b a s i c a l l y
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w ith  Juarez  and h is  p o p u l is t  s t y l e ,  who played down 
p o l i t i c a l  d iscussion ( . . . ) .  Our main c r i t i q u e  is  
t h a t  the  o rg a n is a t io n  of  workers was not p r io r is e d  
and t h i s  is  a fundamental issue in our v iew. The 
union had a p a t e r n a l i s t  and c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n  
w ith  the  base and t h a t  was our c r i t i q u e  f o r  we seek 
the expansion of  the mass movement” (Cerezo -  head 
of  the "New Opposit ion Group").

"There is  a c le a r  s p l i t  in t h i s  union which 
revo lves  around o r g a n is a t io n .  There are  se c to rs  o f  
the le a d e rs h ip  which does not in v e s t  in  
o r g a n is a t io n a l  work, to  r a is e  w o rkers ’ 
consciousness ( . . . ) .  There are  d i f f e r e n t  
conceptions o f  "what is  a un ion".  There are  those  
who t h in k  t h a t  the union leade rsh ip  should th in k  
and decide f o r  i t s  base, th e re  are  o thers  who 
d is a g re e .  The debate a lso  concerns the  importance  
some union leaders  see in  encouraging the  r i s e  o f  
a c t i v i s t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and o thers  who don’ t .
My own v iew , to g e th e r  w ith  o th e rs ,  i s  t h a t  the  
union is  not t h i s  b u i ld in g  nor the e x e c u t iv e .  I  am 
more concerned w ith  the issue o f  o r g a n is a t io n ,  t h a t  
the union has the ro le  of  o rga n is ing  and r a is i n g  
the le v e l  o f  consciousness".  (B ar to  -  e le c te d  union 
o f f i  c i  a l ) .

Although the  " re v o lu t io n a ry  type" have a consistency of  

p o s i t io n ,  a second d i v i s i v e  aspect between members o f  t h i s  

p o l i t i c a l  type r e l a t e s  to  the issue o f  union democracy:

" ( . . . )so once the s t r i k e  is  c a l l e d  we go to  some 
departments and t r y  to  stop those who are  working,  
by f o r c e ,  because sometimes i f  you don’ t  coerce i t  
does not work. ( . . . )  There is  no democracy in  my 
view where th e re  is  s t i l l  c lass  s t r u g g l e ,  because 
the dominant c la ss  does not t h in k  about democracy 
w h i le  i t  i s  s t i l l  e x e rc is in g  power. I  t h in k  t h a t  
only  when we have 100% of  the workers w ith  
p o l i t i c a l  consciousness can we dispense w ith  the  
p i c k e t  l i n e  ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f .  51 s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t  
and member o f  the B r a z i l i a n  Communist P ar ty  (PCB)).

" I  do t h i n k  t h a t  union democracy is  an im portant  
issue and is  fundamental .  The r i g h t  to  discuss and 
d is a g re e .  When everyone has the r i g h t  to  t a l k  from 
d i f f e r e n t  p e rspec t ives  then you can b u i ld  
consensus. The day we have t h i s  in the  union w i l l  
be g r e a t .  Because in the end a union is  t h i s ,  you 
know; one p u l l s  from one s ide  and another  p u l l s  
from another  s id e .  This is  power, t h a t  is  how i t  
works. The day some leaders  f i n d  out t h a t  to  be a
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leader  is  not the same as to  be th e  owner o f  the  
union, a l o t  o f  th in g s  w i l l  change ( . . . )  ( J a d i r  -  
e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l ) .

As we can see, w h i le  some members o f  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type  

l i k e  the l a t t e r  view ( I n f .  J a d i r ) ,  t r y  to  put forward a 

"democrat ic  model", as i t  where, based on p lu ra l is m  and co

e x is te n c e  o f  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  v iews, th e r e  are s t i l l ,  even 

i f  in small numbers, " S t a l i n i s t  models o f  th in k in g "  f o r  which 

democracy is  not a rea l  concern,  as i l l u s t r a t e d  by the  

Communist a c t i v i s t  ( I n f .  5 1 ) .

A t h i r d  p o in t  o f  conten t ion  among the  " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " 

p o l i t i c a l  type is  the end-goals  o f  union a c t iv is m .  Although  

a l l  s te e lw orke rs  under t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  type wish to  see 

B r a z i l i a n  s o c ie ty  r a d i c a l l y  changed, they  d i f f e r  about the  

p re c is e  r o le  of  unions in t h i s  process. One group can be 

c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  L e n in ’ s p o s i t io n  on the “ l i m i t s "  of  

the  union as a source of  s o c ia l  change, and in t h i s  sense, 

they might be c a l l e d  "orthodox M a r x is t s " .  For them, the  

s t re s s  is  on the " in s trum enta l  c h a ra c te r"  o f  the union:

"The l i n e  of  the Party  nowadays is  to  c lose ranks 
w ith  CUT, a f t e r  i t  became c l e a r  what Medeiros and 
Magri stood f o r .  But th e re  is  a c e r t a i n  d i f f e r e n c e  
between our l i n e  and the CUT’ s. We b e l ie v e  t h a t  we 
need a union to  organise  and p o l i t i c i s e  the workers 
-  i t  is  a means, an instrum ent .  While  CUT’ s l i n e  
sometimes lacks p o l i t i c a l  d e te rm in a t io n  and 
sometimes is  mixed w ith  a "unionism o f  r e s u l t s " .
( I n f .  51 -  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t  and Communist Party  
member) .

"The union has a r o le  o f  awakening the  worker, to  
show the  worker he is  e x p lo i t e d  and to  ra is e  t h i s  
le v e l  o f  consciousness. We must d iscuss p o l i t i c s .  
Because I am sure the union w i l l  not make the  
r e v o lu t i o n ,  and I  know about the  fundamental ro le  
of  the p o l i t i c a l  p a r t y " .  (B a r to  -  e le c te d  union 
of  f  i ci al ) .

For another  group, although s o c ia l  change is  a lso  high

4 44



on the  agenda, they are  very  much in te r e s t e d  in  the  union per

se, as an important  ins tan ce  o f  p o l i t i c s .  When asked about

medium and long-term  o b j e c t i v e s ,  they answered t h a t  they

wanted to  break from the c o n s t ra in ts  o f  the  Labour Code and

corporat ism  and to  have unions organised autonomously from

the s t a t e .  They a lso  expect to  see an expansion o f  B r a z i l i a n

w o rke rs ’ power, so t h a t  the  workers w i l l  have a g r e a te r  say

in t h e i r  f u t u r e :

"Our major c r i t i c i s m  o f  Juarez is  t h a t  he had a 
p a t e r n a l i s t  and c o r p o r a t i s t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  the  
workers movement. We are  f o r  the expansion o f  the  
mass movement and the  foundat ion  o f  more and more 
m i l i t a n t  unions, which can a lso  l i n k  themselves to  
community so c ia l  movements". (Cerezo -  Head of  the  
“New Opposit ion Group") .

" I  b e l ie v e  in union democracy, I  don’ t  b e l ie v e  in 
democracy of  a m in o r i t y  group. ( . . . )  I  b e l ie v e  one 
cannot t h in k  only  o f  on e ’ s own union but ,  a lso  o f  
the unionism a t  n a t io n a l  lev e l  -  in  c r e a t in g  a 
network o f  f a c t o r y  commissions, and not the  
p r a c t ic e  o f  "top down pol i t i c s "  ( . . . ) .  I  a ls o  th in k  
about how we must break w ith  c o rp o ra t iv is m  and 
u n i fy  our s t ru g g le s  instead o f  th in k in g  o f  
ourse lves  only as s t e e l  w o rke rs , or bank employees 
or ru ra l  workers" ( J a d i r  -  e le c te d  uni on o f f i c i a l ) .

"The new union s t a t u t e  re c e n t ly  c rea ted  by the  
union was u n f o r t u n a t e ly  not w ide ly  discussed w ith  
the base, but counted on d iscussions w ith  the  
a c t i v i s t s  and some 100 workers. I t s  main o b je c t iv e  
was to  advance the  union movement s ince  the new 
C o n s t i t u t io n  a l lowed f o r  an end to  the  c o n tro l  and 
i n t e r v e n t io n  of  the  M i n i s t r y  of  Labour. We have 
t r i e d  to  make the best  use of  t h i s  freedom. Our 
major o b je c t iv e s  now are to  improve the  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  th e  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s  and to  
respond, as e f f e c t i v e l y  as p o s s ib le ,  to  t h i s  new 
P r e s i d e n t ’ s (P r e s id e n t  C o l lo r  de M e l lo )  economic 
programme and the t h r e a t  of  p r i v a t i s a t i o n  we are  
f a c in g " .  (Wagner -  e le c te d  union o f f i c i a l  s ince  
1983 and u n io n ’ s p r e s id e n t  in the 1989 e l e c t i o n s ) .

I t  is  worth mentioning t h a t  although the " r e v o lu t io n a r y

p o l i t i c a l  type" defends the  most ra d ic a l  form o f  a c t iv is m  and

the model of  d i r e c t  c o n f r o n t a t io n s ,  on ly  the "non-orthodox
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L e n in is ts "  show s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t e r e s t  in  the issue o f  union 

democracy and a c o n s is te n t  concern w i th  an expanded network 

of  middle  le v e l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . I t  can be argued t h a t  such a 

p o in t  o f  view c o n s t i t u t e s  an innovat ion  in comparison with  

the p o l i t i c a l  ideas o f  the t r a d i t i o n a l  l e f t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  those  

l in k e d  to  the B r a z i l i a n  Communist P a r ty ,  f o r  whom the  issues  

of  union democracy and democratic  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  were not on 

the  p o l i t i c a l  agenda.

4.  Conclusion

I have sought in t h i s  chapter  to  analyse the  d i f f e r e n t  

p o l i t i c a l  views and op in ions  found amongst the group of

" a c t iv e "  s te e l  w o rk e rs . Three d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  types  

re s u l te d  from t h i s  a n a ly s is ,  and i t  was shown t h a t  a number 

of  im portan t  po in ts  d is t in g u is h e d  each ty p e .  These po in ts  may 

be summarised under fo u r  headings.

The f i r s t  im portant  ground of d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  among the  

p o l i t i c a l  types concerned the  l in k s  between "unionism" and

"n a t io n a l  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s " .  While the " p a t e r n a l i s t "  type

r e j e c t s  such a l i n k  and considers  p o l i t i c a l  s t r i k e s  and

n a t i o n a l - 1 evel  demands to  be evidence o f  "goal displacement"  

by the  union, the " r a d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  and the " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " 

types m ain ta in  t h a t  th e re  are  important  l i n k s  between "union"  

and " p o l i t i c s " .  However, they seek a c l e a r  demarcation  

between each f i e l d  and i t  can be argued t h a t  t h i s  c o n s t i t u t e s  

one o f  the im portant  in nov a t io ns  of  the  "new u n io n is t "  union.  

On the one hand, t h i s  p o s i t io n  c o n t ra s ts  c l e a r l y  w i th  the
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past  p o p u l is t  unions, where n a t io n a l  issues had more 

importance than loca l  ones. On the o th e r  hand, i t  sh arp ly  

d i f f e r s  from the  b u re a u c ra t ic  form o f  unionism, which t r i e d  

to  d e - p o l i t i c i s e  w o rke rs ’ demands and gr ievances and to  

withdraw these from the c o n te x t  o f  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  ( 1 0 ) .

A second area  of d i s t i n c t i o n  between the p o l i t i c a l  types  

i s  based on the  issue o f  w o rke rs ’ r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . Those who 

place g r e a t e r  emphasis on the t r a d i t i o n a l  type o f  d e le g a t io n  

of  power from the rank and f i l e  to  union leaders  have been 

l in k e d  to  the  " p a t e r n a l i s t "  ty p e .  I t  has been argued t h a t  

t h i s  p o in t  c o n s t i tu t e s  an area  o f  c o n t i n u i t y  w ith  the past  

b u re a u c ra t ic  model of  unionism. Whereas those who s t re s s  more 

e la b o ra te  forms o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  have been i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  

the “r a d ic a l  re fo rm is t "  and the  " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " types .

The t h i r d  area o f  co n te n t io n  is  the issue o f  union 

democracy. While f o r  the "orthodox M a r x i s t / L e n i n i s t ” type and 

the " p a t e r n a l i s t "  type,  t h i s  is  not a problem, f o r  the

10. I  would l i k e  to  make a p a r t i c u l a r  ob serva t io n  about the  
views held by Juarez Antunes. From what i t  has been poss ib le  
to  ga ther  from f ie ld w o rk  research and c r i t i c a l  assessment, I  
th in k  i t  is  f a i r  to  say t h a t  Juarez Antunes stood in between 
the " t ra d e  union p a t e r n a l i s t  type" and th e  " ra d ic a l  r e fo r m is t  
ty p e " .  Th is  is  so because a l though in  many respects he was 
much more " c r i t i c a l "  and " r a d ic a l "  than the  former type in  
r e l a t i o n  to  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system and favoured d i r e c t  
m i l i t a n t  a c t io n ,  he had a very  "p e r s o n a l is t "  s t y l e  of  
le a d e rs h ip  and a c h a r ism a t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  the rank and 
f i l e .  I  would suggest t h a t  he was a c h a r is m a t ic  leader  who 
ra ised  issues w i t h in  the " l e f t - w i n g "  debate .

As po in ted  out by o th e r  in fo rm a n ts ,  J u a r e z ’ t r a j e c t o r y  
can on ly  be understood i f  one i n t e r - r e l a t e s  p o l i t i c a l  
t r a j e c t o r y  w i th  personal biography and the v igour  o f  h is  
pe rs ona l i  t y .

He had come from the  c o u n t ry -s id e  and was a very simple  
and d i r e c t  man. Although he l a t e r  s tu d ie d  and learned many 
th ing s  in  h is  p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r ,  he never l o s t  a simple and 
d i r e c t  s t y l e  o f  t a l k i n g  to  workers and p u t t in g  the issues  
under a personal and sometimes even a f f e c t i o n a t e  focus.
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" r a d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  and the "non-orthodox r e v o l u t i o n a r y " , 

union democracy is  an important  issue .  As shown, some 

in formants  have even d r a f te d  an o u t l i n e  o f  what union 

democracy should be in substance.

The f o u r th  conte n t ious  issue, can be found among the  

" r a d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  and " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " types ,  among those  

who wish to  see ra d ic a l  s o c ia l  change in the co un try .  For 

some w i t h in  t h i s  group, the "orthodox M a r x i s t / L e n i n i s t " ,  the  

union is  p r i n c i p a l l y  an instrument in the p u rs u i t  o f  o ther  

goals .  For o th e rs ,  such as members from the " r a d ic a l  

r e fo rm is t "  type and the "non-orthodox r e v o lu t i o n a r y " ,  union 

p o l i t i c s  and the  changes t h a t  can take  place a t  t h i s  le v e l  

are themselves im portant  instances o f  so c ia l  change and 

democrati s a t i  on .

I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  the  " ra d ic a l  r e fo rm is t "  and 

the "non-orthodox r e v o l u t i o n a r y " preoccupation w i th  union 

democracy and the non- instrum enta l  approach to  th e  union 

c o n s t i t u t e s  two o f  the most s i g n i f i c a n t  innovat ions  o f  the  

"new u n io n is t "  movement. Although t h e i r  views are  not  

hegemonic w i t h in  the movement, they e x e r t  an im portant  

in f lu e n c e  in  the c h a r a c t e r is a t io n  o f  "new unionism".

The d i f f e r e n c e s  unde r ly ing  the above typology can be 

seen in the d isputes  and c r is e s  faced by the Metal w o rk e rs ’ 

Union in 1990, as w el l  as in the p resent  dilemmas and s p l i t s  

between se c to rs  o f  organised labour a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l .  Two 

l a s t  po in ts  would seem to  i l l u s t r a t e  some o f  the cross-roads  

of organised labour in B r a z i l  in the 1980s.

F i r s t ,  the issue o f  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  p o in ts  to  an

448



im po rtan t  dilemma w i th in  t h i s  new form o f  union movement. The 

dilemma can be presented as the  f o l lo w i n g .  "New u n io n is t"  

leaders  have c r i t i c i s e d  the g ra n t in g  o f  w e l fa r e  se rv ic e s  by 

unions because the b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism o f  the  past made 

t h i s  i t s  major a c t i v i t y ,  as a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  union 

m o b i l i s a t io n  and d i r e c t  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n .  However, although  

w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  complete ly  a l t e r e d  the  face  o f  the union 

a f t e r  1964, they produced some degree o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n  among 

the rank and f i l e ,  who saw them as concrete  and v i s i b l e  use 

of  t h e i r  union ta x .  The "new u n io n is t "  leaders  do of  course,  

acknowledge the poor s t a t e  o f  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  granted to  

workers in  B r a z i l ,  but they argue t h a t  the  union should not 

be seen as a channel f o r  the  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of  those needs. 

Although the  "new union" lea ders  in te rv ie w ed  f o r  t h i s  

research d id  not sp e l l  out a c l e a r  p o l i c y ,  t h e i r  p o s i t io n  

would seem to  be th a t  demands f o r  s p e c i f i c  c o l l e c t i v e  goods 

should be made by workers not from t h e i r  p o s i t io n  as workers  

but from t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as c i t i z e n s .  In  o th er  words, workers  

as B r a z i l i a n  c i t i z e n s  should put pressure on loca l  and 

n a t io n a l  government to meet t h e i r  needs f o r  h e a l th ,  housing,  

educat ion  and so on. Organised s o c ia l  movements and p o l i t i c a l  

movements could then channel these demands and ensure t h a t  

these goods are d e l iv e r e d .  The concrete  h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  

in B r a z i l ,  however, is  ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  from what such an 

o r i e n t a t i o n  would suggest. C i v i l  s o c ie ty  is  s t i l l  in  a 

process o f  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  i n t e r e s t s ,  where mass p o l i t i c a l  

p a r t i e s  are  not conso l ida ted  and s o c ia l  movements s t i l l  have 

a very lo c a l  im p la n ta t io n .  There would thus appear to  be an
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unsolved problem t h a t  leads back to  the union: namely, which 

types o f  s e rv ic e s  or demands can i t  a p p r o p r ia te ly  ta k e  on 

under a "new u n io n is t"  o r i e n t a t i o n ?

A second general p o in t  r e l a t e s  to  the " p o l i t i c a l  

exchange" (P izzo rn o  1978) o f  union leaders  and t h e i r  r o l e  in  

n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s .  I t  can be argued t h a t  th e  views he ld  by 

the " p a t e r n a l i s t  type" -  t h a t  th e re  should be a complete  

s e p a ra t io n  between "unionism" and "n a t io na l  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s "  -  

r e f l e c t  a widespread a t t i t u d e  among o rd in a ry  workers.  The 

as soc ia ted  charge of  "goal d isplacement" has a lso  appeared  

w i t h in  organised labour a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l ,  and was f o r m a l ly  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d  in a d is p u te ,  i n i t i a l l y  between th e  two 

workers c e n t r a l s  -  CUT and CGT -  and l a t e r  between the  th re e  

W orkers’ Confederat ions  -  CUT, CGT ( le d  by Magri ) and CGT 

( l e d  by Joaquinzao and then M ede iros ) .

While the CUT was i d e n t i f i e d  as lead ing  a " r a d i c a l " ,  

"combative" and " o v e r - p o l i t i c i s e d "  p o l i t i c s ,  the two CGTs 

cla imed to  be c a r ry in g  out a "unionism o f  r e s u l t s " .  As we 

have a l re a d y  discussed in Chapter 2, however, s ince no union 

can a f f o r d  not to  be a "union o f  r e s u l t s " ,  the la b e ls  

a c t u a l l y  r e f e r r e d  much more to  d i f f e r e n c e s  about the na ture  

o f  union goals  in a democrat ic  s t a t e  and about the need to  

press f o r  autonomous r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  the  w o rk in g -c las s  from 

the s t a t e .  Whereas the CUT has been in continuous c o n f l i c t  

w ith  government and sees th e  breakdown o f  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  

arrangements as a s ine qua non f o r  the development o f  a f r e e  

union movement in  B r a z i l ,  the two CGTs have agreed on va r io us  

occasions to  draw up s o c ia l  pacts  w ith  government and have
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r e s i s t e d  a r a d i c a l  change t o  t h e  Labour  Code Laws.

F i n a l l y ,  i t  must be noted, t h a t  a l though th e r e  are  areas  

of  i d e n t i t y  between "unionism o f  r e s u l ts "  and the "union 

p a t e r n a l i s t "  p o l i t i c a l  ty p e ,  i t  would be a n a l y t i c a l l y  unsound 

simply to  c o n f l a t e  M ede iro ’ s CGT and M a g r i ’ s CGT w ith  "union 

p a te rn a l is m " .  Th is  is  so because both CGT are con fe dera t ion s  

which a lso  emerged from the "new u n io n is t "  movement a f t e r  

1978 and have sought,  a t  l e a s t  a t  some l e v e l ,  to  secure  

changes in the Labour Code and the  c o n d i t io n s  of work and 

l i f e  o f  the workers i t  rep res en ts .  N ev e r th e le s s ,  th e r e  are  

s i g n i f i c a n t  elements o f  c o n t i n u i t y  in  the  p o s i t io n s  w i th in  

M edeiros ’ CGT and M a g r i ’ s CGT and the  past "b u re a u c ra t ic  

lea d e rs h ip " :  most im p o r ta n t ly ,  in t h e i r  view t h a t  the

c o r p o r a t i s t  arrangement between workers and the  s t a t e  should 

not be r a d i c a l l y  a l t e r e d .
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CHAPTER 8

THE "NEW UNIONIST" UNION, THE USE OF THE 

LABOUR COURTS AND CITIZENSHIP RIGHTS

1. The General Argument

Th is  f i n a l  chapter  touches on a polemical  issue in  the  

p o l i t i c s  o f  organised labour in B r a z i l :  the use o f  lega l

channels by workers. I t  discusses th e  use t h a t  N at iona l  Stee l  

Company s te e lw o rke rs  and t h e i r  union leaders  made o f  the  

r i g h t  granted by the Labour Code to  sue t h e i r  employer over  

issues regarded as l e g i t im a t e  by the  CLT Laws.

In  P a r t  Two o f  t h i s  th e s is  I  at tempted to  t r a c e  the  

problems and dilemmas o f  a "new u n io n is t "  union. Although I  

showed t h a t  th e re  were problems regard ing  the democratic

r e l a t i o n s  between union o f f i c i a l s  and union op p o s i t io n ,  and

regard ing  v o t in g  p a t te rn s  and the t u r n - o v e r  of  le a d e rs ,  I  

a lso  argued t h a t  t h i s  new type o f  union government had

advanced in  many im portant  resp ec ts .  Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the  

"new u n io n is t"  leade rs h ip  produced fo u r  major changes in  

comparison w i th  the e a r l i e r  p o p u l is t  and b u re a u c ra t ic  types  

of  unions. F i r s t ,  in the  e x te n t  to  which i t  converted

informal s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in to  coherent  demands by the  

union. Second, i t  organised anew i n t e r n a l  a d m in is t ra t io n  and 

emphasised s h o p - f lo o r  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  and forms of  

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  o f  the leaders  to  the  union base. T h i r d ,  i t
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engaged in s t r u g g l e  a t  the lev e l  o f  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s  to  

a l t e r  the c o r p o r a t i s t  arrangements and to  change the  Labour 

Code. Fourth ,  i t  made in nov a t iv e  use o f  channels opened by 

the Labour Code, namely, the CIPA -  as a way o f  secur ing  

in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  lea de rs h ip  on the  s h o p - f lo o r  -  the Labour 

Courts.  In  t h i s  chapter  I  w i l l  d iscuss t h i s  l a s t  issue and 

suggest t h a t  the  in n o v a t iv e  use o f  the  Labour Courts by "new 

u n io n is t"  union has im portant  im p l ic a t io n s  f o r  the  scope o f  

c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  o f  workers in B r a z i l .

A w o rk e r ’ s r i g h t  to  sue an employer,  which is  granted to  

a l l  workers in  the  country  in re g u la r  employment r e l a t i o n s ,  

may be a p p l ie d  to  u n f a i r  p ra c t ic e s  by employers as w el l  as 

hea l th  and s a f e t y  issues.  Since the post -1964  b u re a u c ra t ic  

unionism made e x te n s iv e  use of  the Labour Courts as a 

s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  d i r e c t  and c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  by i t s  rank and 

f i l e ,  any f u r t h e r  recourse to  the  Labour Courts was 

r h e t o r i c a l l y  r e p e l l e d  by "new u n io n is t"  unions as a "pelego"  

p r a c t ic e .  The two major issues o f  t h i s  chapter  are as 

fo l lo w s .  F i r s t ,  c o n t ra ry  to  what one would expect from a "new 

u n io n is t"  union, the  leaders  of  the M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union o f  

V o l ta  Redonda d id  not r e j e c t  the use o f  the Labour Courts .  

Indeed, the number o f  lega l  cases a g a in s t  the  N a t ion a l  S tee l  

Company grew in the  years a f t e r  the "new u n io n is t"  union was 

e s ta b l is h e d .  Although these leg a l  a c t io n s  are  a t  an 

in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  the union has played an a c t i v e  r o le  in  

support ing ,  o rg a n is in g  and p o l i t i c i s i n g  what used to  be a 

b u re a u c ra t ic  channel o f  gr ievance s o l u t i o n ,  opened by the CLT 

Law.
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Second, in  marked c o n tra s t  to  both p o p u l is t  leaders  and

the  orthodox Communist l e f t  -  f o r  whom th e  Labour Code was no

more than a formal and c o n s t ra in in g  apparatus -  the

Metal w o rke rs ’ Union of V o l ta  Redonda sought to  make use o f ,

and a t  the  same t ime to  change, the CLT Law.

This  argument is based on the debate about c i t i z e n s h i p

and the p a r t i c u l a r  form o f  in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  the B r a z i l i a n

w o rk in g -c la s s  s ince  the 1930s. Although authors such as

Guilherme dos Santos (1979)  and Pao l i  (1990 )  among o th e rs ,

have addressed t h i s  problem in the B r a z i l i a n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  I

would l i k e  to  co ncentra te  on W e f f o r t ’ s c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the

debate and h is  c r i t i c i s m  o f  the way in  which the orthodox

l e f t  in B r a z i l  has re leg a te d  j u d i c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and the

r o le  o f  law in  securing s o c ia l  change.

According to  the argument put forward  by W ef fo r t  ( 1 9 8 1 ) ,

a long s ide  to  B end ix ’ s (1964)  conception o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  as

"the i n d i v i d u a l s ’ recognised p o s i t io n  in  a c i v i c  community",

the c i t i z e n s h i p  o f  workers should be understood a t  two

le v e ls :  the re p re s e n ta t io n  of workers a t  the le v e l  of

e l e c t o r a l  and p o l i t i c a l / c i v i c  r ig h t s  and d u t ie s ,  and the

re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  workers a t  union le v e l  .

W e f fo r t  then takes issue w i th  M a r s h a l l ’ s (1950)

d iscuss ion  o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  and s t a te s :

" In  c o n t r a s t  w ith  M a r s h a l l ’ s hypothes is  t h a t  c i t i z e n s h i p  
is  an i n s t i t u t i o n  in progress ive  development, which
secures the  progress of  e q u a l i t y  a g a in s t  the under ly ing  
t re n d  f o r  s o c ia l  i n e q u a l i t y ,  in  B r a z i l ,  c i t i z e n s h i p  
r i g h t s  m i r r o r  soc ia l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  and in t h i s  way 
r e in f o r c e s  them". (W e f fo r t  1 9 8 1 :1 4 3 ) .

The author  is  here r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  idea t h a t  the  

in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s  res u l te d  in a
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" r e g u l a t e d  c i t i z e n s h i p " ,  whereby t h e  r i g h t s  o f  c i t i z e n s  were

r e s t r i c t e d  to  t h e i r  r ig h t s  as workers, as d e f in e d  and

regu la ted  by the  c o r p o r a t i s t  s ta te  (Guilherme dos Santos

1979).  S t i l l  according to  W e f fo r t ,  the process o f

dem o cra t isa t ion  o f  B r a z i l i a n  s o c ie ty  in  the 1980s saw

attempts by organised s o c ie ty  to  break w i th  the " reg u la te d "

arrangement,  through the  autonomous o rg a n is a t io n  o f  unions,

the f r e e  and c o m p e t i t iv e  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s ,

and the genera l  debate over ways to  implement a s t a t e

governed by the  r u le  o f  law.

W e f f o r t ’ s c e n t r a l  quest ion is  the fo l lo w in g :  a lthough

there  is  no necessary c o r r e l a t i o n  between forms o f  union

re p re s e n ta t io n  and forms o f  p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,

how can a person who is  not a complete c i t i z e n  a t  union le v e l

be a complete c i t i z e n  a t  p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty  le v e l?  How can

workers have complete c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  a t  e l e c t o r a l  and

pol i t i c a l / c i v i c  l e v e l ,  i f  they do not have complete

c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  a t  union le v e l?  The a u t h o r ’ s argument is

th a t  t h i s  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the e l e c t o r a l /

p o l i t i c a l / c i v i c  lev e l  and the union le v e l  has been overseen

by the orthodox l e f t  in  B r a z i l :

"The e f f e c t s  o f  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  union system on the  
p o l i t i c a l  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  workers have been re le g a te d  
as a p o l i t i c a l  issue in  the l e f t ’ s agenda ( . . . ) .  Only 
very r a r e l y  did i t  occur to  t h i s  group on the l e f t ,  t h a t  
the s t r u g g l e  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  workers had 
been p r e v io u s ly  l o s t  a t  the union le v e l  ( w i t h  the  
e x is te n c e  o f  the  c o r p o r a t i s t  system)" ( W e f f o r t  
1981:144)  .

According to  the au tho r ,  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  th in g s  was the  

r e s u l t  o f  th e  L e f t ’ s avers ion  to  l i b e r a l i s m ,  or the  form i t  

took in o l i g a r c h i c  B r a z i l ,  as wel l  as the r e s u l t  o f  a
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p o s i t io n  which d id  not acknowledge the  p o l i t i c a l  re levance of  

law. In  f a c t ,  i f  we analyse the unionism o f  p o p u l is t  and 

communist leaders  in  B r a z i l ,  we f in d  t h a t  from 1930 up to  the  

1970s they d id not seek to  change the labour  laws, but  

attempted to  c r e a te  p a r a l l e l  o rg a n is a t io n s  to  th e  c o r p o r a t i s t  

labour  laws.

By c o n t r a s t ,  the "new u n io n is t"  movement was born under 

the  very banner o f  changing the c o r p o r a t i s t  labour  laws and 

o rg a n is in g  the union, independent ly  o f  the  s t a t e .  The

widespread growth o f  the movement, in  a co n te x t  of

d e m o c ra t is a t io n  in  the country ,  made i t  p o ss ib le  f o r  two 

p rog re ss ive  processes to  un fo ld .  On the  one hand, the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  leg a l  and the l e g i t i m a t e  became open 

to  q u e s t io n in g .  In s o f a r  as the "new u n io n is t"  movement was 

based on d i r e c t ,  c o l l e c t i v e  and m i l i t a n t  a c t io n ,  i t  paid 

l i t t l e  regard to  the labour code which p r o h ib i t e d  and 

punished a c t io n s  such as s t r i k e s ,  mass m o b i l i s a t io n s ,  d i r e c t  

n e g o t ia t io n s  w i th  management, e tc .  On the  o th e r  hand, the  

"new u n io n is t"  movement a lso  sought change in  the  law, 

through the changing o f  the  Labour Code and th e  securing of  

new r i g h t s  in the 1988 C o n s t i t u t io n .  In  o th e r  words, as 

pointed  out by Paol i  ( 1 9 9 0 :6 ) ,  the f a c t  t h a t  today "new

u n io n is t "  forms o f  w o rk in g -c las s  p o l i t i c s  a r e ,  to  a grea t

e x t e n t ,  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  recognised in  B r a z i l ,  can be 

i n t e r p r e t e d  in the sense t h a t  an e s s e n t ia l  p o l i t i c a l  

in nov a t io n  was normalised (became lega l  f a c t ) .  Th is  then may 

i n d ic a t e  a genu ine ly  new a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  w ork ing -c las s  

p a r t i  ci p a t i  o n .
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In  s h o r t ,  the new use o f  the Labour Court  by the "new 

u n io n is t "  union not only expanded the r i g h t s  granted under 

the  CLT Law but i t s e l f  c o n s t i tu te d  a p o l i t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  

procedure -  one which recognised the law as an important  

channel o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  and t r i e d  to  l e g a l i s e  

(n o rm a l is e )  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  in no va t io n .

2. Recourse to  th e  Labour C ourt by th e  M eta lw orkers* Union o f  

V o lta  Redonda

2 . 1 .  How th e  System Works

The Labour Court system, subord inated  to  the M in i s t r y  o f  

Labour, has two major ways o f  c h a n n e l l in g  and a r b i t r a t i n g  

i n d u s t r i a l  d is p u te s .  One, is  i t s  compulsory r a t i f i c a t i o n  o f  

Annual Work Agreements between the management and workers,  

even i f  d i r e c t  t a l k s  and n e g o t ia t io n s  between the  p a r t i e s  

have been concluded. At t h i s  c o l l e c t i v e  l e v e l ,  the Labour 

Courts r u l e  on wage readjustments and wage increases ,  they  

a lso  pronounced on the l e g a l i t y  o f  s t r i k e s ,  when organised  

labour was s t i l l  s u b jec t  to  s t r i c t  a n t i - s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n .

The second r o le  of  the  Labour Courts in  i n d u s t r i a l  

dispu tes  appears when in d iv id u a l  workers present  gr ievances  

a g a in s t  an employer.  The gr ievance may be presented e i t h e r  

during th e  t im e o f  employment or up to  two years a f t e r  

dismissa l  from a jo b .  As a l re a d y  pointed  ou t ,  such cases may 

in v o lv e  work and hea l th  c o n d i t io n s ,  a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  u n f a i r  

t r e a tm e n t ,  d is c r im in a t io n  and a l l  s o r ts  o f  issues r e la t e d  to
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w o r k e r s ’ r i g h t s  as t h e y  a r e  e s t a b l i s h e d  by t h e  CLT Law.

In  t h i s  t h e s is  I  have re p e a te d ly  r e f e r r e d  to  the  Labour 

C o u r t ’ s a c t i v i t y  in m edia t ing  c o n f l i c t s  and v a l i d a t i n g  

c o l l e c t i v e  Work C ontracts  between management and workers .  In  

t h i s  s e c t io n ,  I  s h a l l  discuss the  lega l  cases brought b e fo re  

i t  by workers.

As we saw in Chapter 2, the  Labour Court system was one 

of  bases of  support  f o r  corporat ism  in B r a z i l .  Authors such 

as Morel (1 9 8 9 ) ,  Pessanha (1987 )  and C a ld e i r a  (1975 )  have 

stressed how t h i s  system c rea ted  a complex web o f  r e l a t i o n s  

which, w h i le  c o n s t ra in in g  w o rk e rs ’ autonomous o r g a n is a t io n ,  

created  the very  basis f o r  c la ims over the e x e r t io n  o f  

r i g h t s ,  by d e f in in g  such r i g h t s  where p re v io u s ly  th e r e  had 

been on ly  the " p r iv a t e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  management" ( 1 ) .  

Although the r i g h t s  granted under the CLT Law and the  r i g h t  

to  sue an employer f o r  example, most probably  l i m i t e d  and 

constra ined  the  scope o f  c o n f l i c t s  between management and 

workers, they a lso  c rea ted  co n d i t io n s  f o r  c h a l le n g in g  

management, by drawing a "p u b l ic  agenda o f  r ig h ts "  and by

1. This  term has been taken from the work of  M.C. P a o l i  who 
has sought to  c o n s t ru c t  a model o f  the s i t u a t i o n  o f  the  
B r a z i l i a n  w o rk in g -c la s s  in the  period p re -1930 ,  a f t e r  the  
a b o l i t i o n  o f  s la v e ry  and the  c o n s t i t u t i o n  o f  f r e e - l a b o u r ,  but  
before the d e c la r a t io n  o f  w o rke rs ’ labour r i g h t s .  For the  
a uthor ,  who has drawn from Azis  Simao, work during  t h i s  
period was not based "on a labour market w ith  r a t i o n a l  
c o d i f i e d  n e g o t ia t io n s  but was based on a " p r iv a t e  labour  
so c ia l  order"  in which the  em ployers ’ ru l in g  power was 
exer ted  in the  t r a d i t i o n a l  a r b i t r a r y  and personal way. ( . . . )  
Work o u ts ide  leg a l  c o n t r a c t  and guarantees was th e  usual  
p a t te rn  in which old minded en trepreneurs  argued t h a t  
p rov id in g  a jo b  f o r  people was s u f f i c i e n t " .  For more d e t a i l s  
see P a o l i , " C i t i z e n s h ip ,  I n e q u a l i t i e s  and Democracy: The
Making o f  a P u b l ic  Space in B r a z i l i a n  Experience".  X I I  World 
Congress o f  Soc io logy ,  Madrid ,  Spain, 1990 pages 10 -14 .
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imposing p e n a l t i e s  when these r i g h t s  were refused or  

withdrawn from workers ( 2 ) .  This system surv ived  b a s i c a l l y  

untouched through f i v e  decades, up to  1988 ( 3 ) .

I f  we compare the uses made of  th e  CLT Law by the  f i r s t  

genera t ion  o f  s te e lw o rk e rs  a t  the N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company and 

by the present  ge nera t ion  of  s tee l  w o rk e rs , i t  is  po s s ib le  to  

see t h a t  th e re  has been a marked s h i f t  in  the na ture  o f  the  

demands. Whereas the  workers of  the company-town days were 

s t i l l  pressing f o r  the company to  recogni se and appl y the  

r ig h t s  granted by the  CLT Law in 1943, th e  new ge nera t ion  of  

workers, under new u n io n is t  leade rs ,  a re  seeking to  expand 

those r ig h t s  as w e l l  as to  c r e a te  new, l e g i t i m a t e l y  

recognised ones ( 4 ) .

2. The concept o f  " r ig h t "  used here is  taken from E. 
Hobsbawm, who s t a t e s  t h a t  a " r ig h t "  is  a)  a c la im  of  
e n t i t l e m e n t  to  a p o s i t i v e  law which, a t  l e a s t  in  p r i n c i p l e ,  
pena l ises  the re fu s a l  to  grant  t h i s  e n t i t l e m e n t  and b) a 
cla im  o f  e n t i t l e m e n t  based on moral or  id e o lo g ic a l  b e l i e f s  
th a t  the c la im  is  l e g i t i m a t e ,  on grounds o f  a w id e ly  accepted  
se t  o f  b e l i e f s  about what such e n t i t l e m e n ts  should be. Based 
on these two p ro p o s i t io n s  and the argument which is  being  
developed in the s e c t io n ,  i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  suggest t h a t  
under co n d i t io n s  o f  s o c ia l  change such as the emergence of  
"new unionism" and the  improvement in  the  c o n d i t io n s  f o r  
p o l i t i c a l  express ion ,  " r ig h ts  o f  type b" w i l l  tend to  appear 
in g r e a te r  numbers, w i th  a g re a te r  l e v e l  o f  a s s e r t iv e n e s s ,  
and t r y  to  c la im  t h e i r  le g i t im ac y  and e q u a l i t y  w i th  " r ig h t s  
of  type a".  On Hobsbawm’ s d e f i n i t i o n  o f  r i g h t s ,  see "Labour 
and Human Rights" in  Worlds of  Labour. F u r th e r  S tud ies  in the  
H is to ry  o f  Labour. 1984 pages 297 and 298.

3. The l i n e  which is  being drawn here is  r e l a t e d  to  the  
adoption o f  the  new B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  in October 1988.

4. According to  M ore l ,  f o r  example, th e  N a t iona l  Stee l  
Company acted in  many occasions as i f  i t  were above the CLT 
Law, in regard to  w o rke rs ’ r i g h t s .  See M ore l ,  R. A Ferro  e 
Fogo. Construcao e C r ise  da F a m i l ia  S i d e r u r g i c a . PhD Thesis .  
1989 pages 128, 334 and 337.

For a d iscuss ion  on the o ld e r  g e n e ra t io n  o f  workers in  
the days o f  the "company town" and th e  na ture  o f  t h e i r  
demands, see Chapter 3 o f  t h i s  t h e s is .
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The focus on the  contemporary use o f  the  Labour Courts  

and on the  s t a t e  o f  w orkers ’ r ig h t s  was not o r i g i n a l l y  p a r t  

o f  the research p r o j e c t  f o r  t h i s  t h e s i s .  However, i t  was 

emphasised to  such an e x te n t  by workers du r ing  in te rv ie w s  -  

some 80% o f  whom had f i l e d  a t  some p o in t  in  t im e ,  or  were 

then f i l i n g  a " le g a l  case" a g a in s t  th e  company -  t h a t  I  

decided to  i n t e g r a t e  the issue in to  the  rese arch .  Moreover,  

data  from the Metal workers ’ Union and the N a t iona l  Stee l  

Company showed t h a t  the number of  cases f i l e d  by workers had 

grown co n s id e ra b ly  since the v i c t o r y  o f  the "Union 

Opposit ion" in 1983 ( 5 ) .

This was an i n t e r e s t i n g  f i n d i n g ,  s in ce  one would have 

supposed t h a t  the  more m obi l ised  and organ ised  the workers  

became (and the  more t h e i r  demands were granted through  

d i r e c t  a c t io n  and d i r e c t  n e g o t ia t io n  w i th  management), the  

more l i k e l y  i t  would have been t h a t  the number o f  in d iv id u a l  

cases in the Labour Courts would have d e c l in e d .  As we have 

seen, th e re  were indeed two strong reasons f o r  t h i s  

su p p o s i t io n .  F i r s t ,  the Labour Court  had been used in the  

past by b u re a u c ra t ic  unions as a way o f  " d e l i v e r i n g  some 

goods" to  i t s  rank and f i l e ,  through the  d e le g a t io n  o f  power 

to  " s p e c ia l is e d  law yers" ,  w h i le  keeping the rank and f i l e  

complete ly  un involved and a p a r t  from th e  a c t io n  ( 6 ) .  This

5. For d e t a i l s  on the d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  access to  company 
records on the  number of  j u d i c i a l  cases a g a in s t  the company, 
see Chapter 1 o f  t h i s  t h e s is .

6. This p r a c t i c e  became s t ro n g ly  r e c u r r e n t  a f t e r  1964 and 
more so a f t e r  1966 w ith  the c r e a t io n  o f  th e  FGTS and the end 
o f  tenure  r i g h t s  f o r  those f o r m a l ly  employed in  the country .  
But as the  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  tended towards 
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  and repress ion over o rgan ised  labour grew,
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p r a c t i c e  was a strong component o f  the  " w e l fa re  union" and 

helped the b u re a u c ra t ic  leadersh ip  to  j u s t i f y  i t s  e x is te n c e ,  

as w e l l  as the f a t e  o f  union ta x .  The p r a c t i c e  was c r i t i c a l l y  

termed by oppo s i t io n  and l e f t  wing leade rs  as a " l e g a l i s t  

p r a c t ic e "  since the  use o f  legal  channels by b u re a u c ra t ic  

leade rs  sought to  s u b s t i t u t e  d i r e c t ,  m i l i t a n t  a c t io n .  As a 

r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  h e r i t a g e ,  th e re  was strong h o s t i l i t y  a g a in s t  

the  use of lega l  channels by the "new u n io n is t "  unions, t h a t  

emerged in the country  a f t e r  1978.

The second reason f o r  t h i s  s u p p o s i t io n  was t h a t  

a l though ,  as f a r  as I  know, the "new u n io n is t "  movement has 

no e x p l i c i t  nat ionwide p o l ic y  on the g ra n t in g  o f  j u d i c i a l  

s e rv ic e s ,  these might wel l  have been reduced or  e l im in a te d  as 

the o ther  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s .  They were supposed to  be de

emphasised and even withdrawn as new union governments won in 

b u re a u c ra t ic  unions. A more d i r e c t  and c o l l e c t i v e  type of  

m i l i t a n c y  should rep lace  the in d iv id u a l  and i n d i r e c t  c lash  

w ith  management s e t  by the f i l i n g  o f  le g a l  cases in  the  

Labour Courts.

Based on t h i s  background, t h e r e f o r e ,  the  i n t r i g u i n g  

research quest ion was the number o f  cases f i l e d  by workers  

had a c t u a l l y  grown since the  "new u n io n is t "  leaders  took  

o f f i c e  in 1983. In  f a c t ,  although the m ed ica l ,  denta l  and 

o th er  w e l fa r e  s e rv ic e s  were g r e a t l y  reduced in  the  

Metal w o rkers ’ Union of  V o l t a  Redonda, the  r o le  o f  the  Legal

on ly  those w i l l i n g  to  put t h e i r  jobs a t  s take  would take  up 
a gr ievance a g a in s t  an employer w h i le  s t i l l  employed.  
T h e re fo re ,  the case f i l i n g  during t h i s  pe r io d  was u s u a l ly  
r e s t r i c t e d  to  issues regard ing lay  o f f  r i g h t s ,  a f t e r  the  
worker had a l re a d y  been dismissed by the employer.
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Department grew in  importance and performance during a f t e r  

1983. Not on ly  were more workers f i l i n g  gr ievances in  the  

Labour Court ,  but the union i t s e l f  was seeking to  fo rm u la te  

a p o l ic y  f o r  i t s  own p r a c t i c e .

Union lea d e rs  and s tee lw ork ers  l in ked  to  the  

Metal w o rke rs ’ Union have r e -a p p r o p r ia te d  the Labour C o u r t ’ s 

j u d i c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  i n d i v i d u a l - l e v e l  cases and have made 

"new use" o f  the  system. In s tea d  o f  being used as a mechanism 

to  p lay down c o l l e c t i v e  g r ievances ,  as in the times o f  the  

b u re au c ra t ic  union, the leg a l  cases have been " p o l i t i c i s e d "  

and been used as one arena,  among many o th e rs ,  to  push f o r  

g re a te r  r ig h t s  f o r  the workers.

I t  is  im portant  to  note t h a t  t h i s  new p r a c t ic e  is  not  

operated w i th o u t  doubts by union leaders ,  a c t i v i s t s  and 

workers f o r  a lthough the recourse to  law and j u d i c i a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  denotes t h a t  the  s o c ia l  ac tors  in quest ion  

acknowledge some le v e l  the le g i t im a c y  o f  these i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  

there  is  a lso  a g re a t  degree o f  scept ic ism  over the way in  

which the B r a z i l i a n  j u d i c i a l  system is  slow, expensive and 

i n e f f e c t i v e .  And, most im p o r ta n t ,  th e re  is  a c e r t a in  d i s t r u s t  

of the e f f i c a c y  and n e u t r a l i t y  o f  the lega l  system, in  the  

face o f  the B r a z i l i a n  e l i t e s ’ p r i v i l e g e s  and exper ience  in  

m anipula t ing the  law. Moreover,  the eros ion o f  the r u le  o f  

law by the d i c t a t o r s h i p  which dominated the country f o r  so 

many years ,  r e in f o r c e d  t h i s  ca u t io n  w i th  regard to  the leg a l  

i ns t i  t u t i  ons.
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2 . 2 .  The System o f  J u d i c i a l  Case F i l i n g

According to  the CLT Law up u n t i l  1988, the leg a l  

s e rv ic e  provided by unions was supposed to  be the on ly  

s e rv ic e  a c c e s s ib le  to  a l l  workers who paid union dues, and 

not only to  union members ( 7 ) .  Workers sought union lawyers  

f o r  a l l  kinds o f  problems, and these lawyers fought cases in  

the labour ,  f a m i l y  and c i v i l  c our ts .

To f i l e  a case in  the Labour Courts ,  workers need the  

mediat ion o f  a lawyer ,  s p e c ia l is e d  in " labour  issues" ,  who 

may be e i t h e r  p r i v a t e l y  paid or engaged through the w o rke rs ’ 

union. Since f r e e  lega l  ass is tance  is  a lega l  duty o f  a l l  

B r a z i l i a n  unions, t h i s  tends to  be the favoured channel f o r  

workers -  but the  demand by workers f o r  the s e rv ic e  o f  union 

lawyers is  a lso  c r u c i a l l y  l in ked  to  the type of  pe rc ep t io n  

held by workers o f  t h e i r  union.

At l e a s t  in  V o l t a  Redonda, from what was po ss ib le  to  

gather  from the  in te r v ie w s ,  w h i le  the union under Lustosa  

( 1975-1983)  was seen to  be "pelego" and not in t e r e s t e d  in  

w o rkers ’ everyday problems, workers tended predominantly  to  

seek p r i v a t e  law yers .  On the  o ther  hand, a f t e r  the change in  

union government and the  new percept ion  o f  the union as a 

combative i n s t i t u t i o n ,  not only  d id the demand f o r  union 

lawyers in c re a s e ,  but the very number of  cases grew

7. The C o n s t i t u t io n  of October 1988 gave the B r a z i l i a n  unions  
freedom in the way they use t h e i r  f in a n c e s .
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s i g n i f i c a n t l y  ( 8 ) .

Although the case is  f i l e d  by a lawyer in  the name o f  a 

worker,  th e re  is  a lega l  recourse which a l low s  f o r  severa l  

workers to  be brought to g e th e r  in an i n d iv id u a l  case. In  such 

a s i t u a t i o n ,  one worker appears as the  “head o f  the case" and 

the o thers  are c a l l e d  "accompanying c la im a n t s " .  Through t h i s  

p r a c t i c e ,  an in d iv id u a l  d ispute  w ith  the  company gains a 

c o l l e c t i v e  s t a t u s ,  and unresolved problems shared by a group 

o f  workers or unsolved s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  can be played out  

a g a in s t  the company, through the Labour C ourt .  Thus, a lthough  

in the o r i g i n a l  s p i r i t  o f  the CLT Law, c a s e - f i l i n g  was to  be 

an in d iv id u a l  recourse to  " j u s t i c e " ,  i t  became one more 

channel o f  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t io n  f o r  w o rk e rs ’ r i g h t s .  In  f a c t ,  

t h i s  has been the p o l ic y  developed by th e  new union leaders  

of  the  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l ta  Redonda, who took o f f i c e  

in 1983, as can be i l l u s t r a t e d  by the 1986 "Legal Department

8. I  was not ab le  to  c o l l e c t  q u a n t i t a t i v e  da ta  on the le v e l  
o f  the demand f o r  p r i v a t e  lawyers by th e  workers,  over the  
years .  Th is  da ta  would be very d i f f i c u l t  to  f i n d ,  f o r  i t  
would mean lo c a t in g  p r i v a t e  lawyers who take  "labour cases" 
in V o l t a  Redonda and in the neighbouring muni ci  pi o s . However, 
based on the in te r v ie w  m a t e r i a l ,  i t  was p o s s ib le  to  d e te c t  
t h a t  as the le v e l  of  awareness o f  the  Labour Court system 
grows w i th  the " p o l i t i c i s a t i o n "  of  the  worker,  a c r i t i c a l  
pe rcep t ion  o f  the  p r i v a t e  lawyer a lso  emerges. The lawyer is  
then seen as an " o p p o r tu n is t" ,  who takes  advantage o f  
w o rk e rs ’ problems, to  gain  m a te r ia l  b e n e f i t s .  Th is  "excluding  
system" ( e i t h e r  p r i v a t e  or p u b l ic )  i s  no t ,  however, the  
complete p i c t u r e .  I  found two cases in  which although the  
workers were a c t i v e l y  engaged w ith  the  new union and had 
f i l l e d  c o l l e c t i v e  cases w ith  the union law yer ,  they a ls o  had 
p r i v a t e l y  paid lawyers,  f i l i n g  o ther  types o f  gr ievances .  
Both cases were ag a in s t  the B r a z i l i a n  N a t io n a l  W elfa re  System 
( IN P S ) ,  f o r  the re c o g n i t io n  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  disease which 
they developed a t  work. The workers were seeking compensation 
from the INPS and j u s t i f i e d  the use o f  th e  " p r iv a t e  lawyer"  
on the grounds t h a t  the union a l ready  had too many cases to  
ha n d !e .
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R eo rgan isa t ion"  document, which reads:

"We understand t h a t  the  M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union Legal 
Department has to  adopt, p r i m a r i l y ,  a p o l i t i c a l  
l i n e  in  c o o rd in a t io n  w ith  the  union e x e c u t iv e ,  
meaning i t  has to  be combative, have a dynamic and 
innov a t in g  conception and be conscious of  the  
s t ru g g le  to  combat the system o f  e x p lo ra t io n  in  
which we l i v e .  In  t h i s  c o n te x t ,  we would l i k e  to  
improve the s e rv ic e s  o f  the Legal Department and 
p r i o r i t i s e  c o l l e c t i v e  gr ievances over in d iv id u a l  
cases. This  does not mean t h a t  we should leave  
in d iv id u a l  cases as id e ,  but i t  is  poss ib le  t h a t  
such quest ions can be turned in t o  c o l l e c t i v e  ones.
The Legal Department should be a too l  o f  
m o b i l is a t io n  and c o n t r ib u t e  to  w o rkers ’ 
o rg a n is a t io n "  ( 9 ) .

Desp ite  the emergence o f  these dimensions of  c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t io n  and union support ,  the  de c is io n  by a worker to  f i l e  a 

case a g a in s t  the company is  not an easy one to  ta ke .  I f  he is  

s t i l l  employed by the  company, he may be subjected to  a l l  

s o r ts  o f  pressures and t h r e a t s  by the  employer.  Although the  

l e g i s l a t i o n  p ro te c ts  the worker and p r o h ib i t s  d ismissa l  

because o f  leg a l  c a s e - f i l i n g ,  company managers have a wide 

v a r i e t y  o f  s t r a t e g i e s  to  i n h i b i t  c a s e - f i l i n g  or to  coerce  

workers to  withdraw the case from the Labour Court .  Even w i th  

the widespread use o f  the Labour Court by workers a t  the  

N at iona l  S tee l  Company, some in form ants  have a l le g e d  t h a t  

managers had th re a te ned  t h a t  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  the court  a c t io n  

would a f f e c t  t h e i r  f u t u r e  promotion or ca re e r  prospects in  

the p l a n t .  N e v er th e le s s ,  as we s h a l l  see from the da ta ,  

workers have p r o g re s s iv e ly  sought t h i s  channel in p u r s u i t  o f  

what they consider  t h e i r  l e g i t i m a t e  r i g h t s .

9. "Proposal f o r  the R eo rgan isa t ion  o f  the  Legal Department".  
Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l t a  Redonda. 1986.
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3 .  P r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  D a ta

3.1 An O u t l in e  o f  th e  Legal Cases F i le d  by S te e lw o rk e rs :

The research was based on th re e  sources o f  in fo rm a t io n  

on the number and nature of  th e  j u d i c i a l  cases f i l e d  by the  

s tee lw orkers  a g a in s t  the N a t io n a l  S tee l  Company. They are  

r e s p e c t iv e ly :  1) A l i s t  owned by the Metal w orkers ’ Union of  

legal  cases taken up by union lawyers ,  as the lega l  

r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  in d iv id u a l  member or  members. The l i s t  is  

c l a s s i f i e d  by s u b je c t  of  g r ievance  or demand, name o f  the  

worker,  head o f  the case, and number o f  o ther  c la im ants  

attached to  the case, when a p p r o p r ia te  ( 1 0 ) .  I t  o u t l i n e s  

a l l  the cases which were i n i t i a t e d  or  in progress in  the  

period 1987-1988.  2) L i s t in g s  owned by the Nat iona l  Stee l  

Company o f  leg a l  cases put fo rw ard  by workers a g a in s t  the  

company. The company’ s l i s t  is  b e t t e r  f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  

comparisons s ince i t  ranges from 1978 up to  1987, but is  less  

d e ta i l e d  than the un ion ’ s s in ce  i t  does not d i s t in g u i s h  

between the  gr ievances or demands. The l i s t  is  produced from 

the reg iona l  c o n c i l i a t i o n  co ur ts  in  V o l t a  Redonda, where they  

are judged in  a f i r s t  in s tan ce .  3) F i n a l l y  the in te rv ie w s

10. Source: The name of  the l i s t  i s  "Relacao de Processos em 
Andamento, 1987-1988".  Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union of V o l ta  Redonda. 
The l i s t  o u t l i n e s  cour t  cases o f  s te e lw o rk e rs  from d i f f e r e n t  
companies and f i r m s .  For the d iscuss ion  in t h i s  s e c t io n ,  I  
have l e f t  out the data on cases f i l e d  by s tee lw orkers  from 
other  companies and l im i t e d  the  da ta  to  the N at iona l  Stee l  
Company. I t  should be noted t h a t  the number of  gr ievances put 
forward by workers from o th e r  companies is  very small and 
th a t  cases from workers from the  N a t io n a l  Stee l  Company 
comprise the  m a jo r i ty  o f  the l i s t .
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with  workers and leaders about the issue provided an 

important source o f  in fo rm at ion  about th e  dynamic and the  

process whereby a s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t  or  in d iv id u a l  problem 

becomes a le g a l  case. I  w i l l  analyse the  da ta  as fo l lo w s .
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Table 8.1

Cases Presented by S tee lw o rke rs  a t  the  Local Labour 
Court A ga ins t the  N a t iona l S tee l Company, in  the  
pe r io d  1978-1987

Year Number o f  C la im ants

1978 275

1979 968

1980 3,889

1981 1,547

1982 1,157

1983 590

1984 2,781

1985 12,589

1986 3,179

1987
C a i  i r o n  • Pi o  ■f- o  1  ~J 4- /-\ o f

2,148
I 1  T"'*! 4- rv\ 4- ov £

the  N a tiona l S tee l Company. 1988.
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T a b l e  8 . 1  g i v e s  a c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  ways i n  w h ic h

the  number o f  c la im ants  in leg a l  cases has grown over the

years .  The f i r s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  jump can be seen from the  year

1 979 to  1980. Although t h i s  might be r e la t e d  to  the emergence

o f  the  o p p o s i t io n  movement and the development o f  s h o p - f lo o r

m o b i l i s a t i o n ,  based on in fo rm at io n  from in te r v ie w s ,  i t  i s

more l i k e l y  to  r e f l e c t  the issue o f  th e  r ig h ts  o f  r e t i r e d

workers,  who were encouraged to  put t h e i r  cause a g a in s t  the

company in  the  Labour Court ( 1 1 ) .  Because of t h i s  f a c t ,  the

most s i g n i f i c a n t  increase is  the  one from the year 1983 to

1984 and then to  1985, when the t o t a l  number o f  c la im an ts

rose to  12 ,598 .  There is  very l i t t l e  doubt th a t  t h i s  second

jump is  r e la t e d  to  the e l e c t i o n  o f  the "Opposit ion Group" in

1983 and to  the implementation o f  new p o l i c i e s  in the  union.

Moreover, as one worker put i t ,  the successful 1984 s t r i k e

gave the union re co g n i t io n  by workers as a combative union:

"There are  many lega l  cases handled by the union;  
as i t  became recognised as combative, the numbers
grew. The exact  numbers I  don’ t  know, but I  know
t h a t  i t  is  very high ( . . . )  I  myself  and o ther  mates 
in my Department have f i l e d  a case a g a in s t  the  
company f o r  re co g n i t io n  o f  our area  as an unhealthy  
area ( . . . ) " .  ( I n f . 53 ) .

F i n a l l y ,  the t h i r d  s i g n i f i c a n t  increase  in the number o f  

cases, which occurred in 1985, is  r e l a t e d  to  a g r ievance  

which emerged a f t e r  the 1985 Annual Work Agreement and to  the  

company’ s w ithdrawal  of  a " f a m i l y - w i t h  c h i ld re n "  bonus. Out 

of  12,598 c la im a n ts ,  7 ,000  were connected with  the " f a m i l y -

11. I  w i 11 not analyse t h i s  issue in  t h i s  sect ion  s ince  the  
grievances o f  r e t i r e d  workers a g a in s t  the  company is  not a 
new phenomenon, but was going on s ince  the  beginning o f  the  
1970s, when the FGTS system was adopted and many problems o f  
compensation arose.
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w i t h - c h i 1dren bonus” case.

Company management has acknowledged t h a t  the number o f

lega l  cases has grown w ith  the new union government and has

sought to  respond to  t h i s  increase  by opening channels o f

" c o n f l i c t  r e s o lu t io n "  in s id e  the p l a n t .  The c r e a t io n  of  the

" i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  a d v is o r" ,  a l re a d y  mentioned be fo re ,  is

a c le a r  example o f  t h i s  movement. According to  a manager:

"Up to  1983 th e re  was a minimal number o f  workers  
f i l i n g  cases a g a in s t  the company. Although they did  
e x i s t ,  they were not as massive as a t  present .
There was a g re a t  increase in 1984,1985 and 1986.
A f t e r  1983 the union leaders  were much more a c t iv e  
in r e l a t i o n  to  w orkers ’ g r ievances and t h i s  is  why 
the numbers rose. There was a new union but th ere  
was no new p o l ic y  on the p a r t  o f  the  company. This  
is  why the  numbers rose. A f t e r  1987 we sought to  
change t h a t ,  by c r e a t in g  a channel f o r  workers to  
express t h e i r  gr ievances before they went to  the  
union ( th e  in formant r e fe r s  to  the i n d u s t r i a l  
r e l a t i o n s  adv isor  and the p a r tn e rs h ip  o f  h is  
d i v is io n  w i th  the union leader  c a l l e d  Lopes, to  
oversee w o rke rs ’ problems and t r y  to  so lve them as 
d i r e c t l y  as p o s s ib le " .  (Manager 2 ) .

I t  might be argued, however, t h a t  not only  has the  

company been unsuccessful in i t s  a t tem pts  to  increase the  

channels f o r  c o n f l i c t  r e s o lu t io n  but,  most im p o r ta n t ly ,  i f  we 

view the case-  f i l i n g  by workers as an a t tempt to  expand 

t h e i r  r i g h t s ,  the number of  lega l  cases may tend to  in crease ,  

the more the workers become aware and m obi l ised  in  r e l a t i o n  

to  t h e i r  r i g h t s .
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Table 8.2

Types and Frequencies o f  Cases Presented a t  the  
Labour Court by the  M e ta lw o rke rs ’ Union A ga ins t the  
N ationa l S tee l Company

Types o f  Claims Number o f  Cases Number o f
S te e lw o rk e rs /
C la imants

1. For the  
re c o g n it io n  o f  
dangerous 
working area 
and payment o f  
a p p ro p r ia te  
bonus

90 2,972

2. For the  
re c o g n i t io n  o f  
unhealthy 
working areas 
and the payment 
o f  a p p ro p r ia te  
bonus o r  f o r  a 
h ig he r le v e l  o f  
compensation

65 6,234

3. For wage 
e q u a l i t y  w i th  
o th e r  workers 
w i th in  the  
company -  the  
"same jo b ,  same 
pay" p r in c ip le

37 502

4. For jo b  re
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
as a r e s u l t  o f  
d isc repanc ies  
between jo b  
performed and 
work t i t l e

28 46

5. Others ( a l l  
s o r ts  o f  work 
desputes w i th  
management)

n/d 1,691

Source: Data c o T T e c f lc ^ ^
o f  the M e ta lw o rke rs ’ Union o f  V o l ta  Redonda. 1988.
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Table 8 .2  shows th e  d i f f e r e n t  types o f  cases f i l e d  by 

s tee lw orkers  a g a in s t  the  N at iona l  S tee l  Company, under the  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  the  M e ta lw orkers ’ Union. There is  no 

question as to  the f a c t  t h a t  "unhealthy" and "dangerous" 

working co n d i t io n s  account f o r  the g re a t  m a jo r i ty  o f  cases.  

I t  is  a ls o  po ss ib le  to  see t h a t  "same job/same pay" issue and 

job r e - c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  both "hot issues" on the s h o p - f lo o r ,  

came t h i r d  and fo u r t h  in  the d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  j u d i c i a l  cases.  

As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, in the per iod  between 1983 

and 1990, the "same job/same pay" d ispu te  and the c o n f l i c t s  

around d isc re p an c ies  between actua l  job  and job  t i t l e  on the  

work card were among the most f re q u e n t  s t ru g g le s  fought  

between workers and s h o p - f lo o r  managers.

As seen throughout the t h e s is ,  these  c o n f l i c t s  were 

d i r e c t l y  r e la t e d  to  changes in the o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work in 

the p la n t  and to  the in t ro d u c t io n  of f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s .  I t  

was a lso  shown t h a t  these c o n f l i c t s  became s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c s  and were converted in to  coherent demands in  Wage 

Campaign Agendas and in  s t r i k e  g r ievances .  I t  can be 

suggested t h a t ,  in p a r a l l e l  to  the use o f  these channels,  

workers a lso  made use o f  the Labour Courts in an a t tem pt  to  

change t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n .

The high number o f  lega l  cases regard ing  w o rkers ’ he a l th  

can be c l e a r l y  r e la t e d  to  the harsh na tu re  o f  the  s te e l  

making process, to g e th e r  w ith  bad working c o n d i t io n s  which 

predominated in the p l a n t  f o r  many years ( 1 2 ) .  I  w i l l  look

12. For a d e t a i l e d  d iscussion on t h i s  iss ue ,  see Chapters 4 
and 5 of  t h i s  th e s i s .
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i n t o  them in  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  i n  t h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n .

3 . 2 .  A F u rth e r  Look a t  Cases Covering "H ealthy" and "Safe"  

Working C o n d ition s

Since most of  the f i l e d  cases concerned "heal th"  and 

" s a f e t y " ,  I  would l i k e  to  consider  in  d e t a i l  the issues a t  

s ta k e .  The r i g h t  to  a r e l a t i v e l y  c lean  and hea l thy  working  

environment had been e s ta b l is h e d  as a w o rk e r ’ s r i g h t ,  by the  

CLT Law promulgated f o r  the f i r s t  t im e in  1943.

According to  the Law, an "unhealthy"  working c o n d i t io n  

is  one which "by i t s  na tu re ,  c o n d i t io n s  or methods o f  

product ion  exposes workers to  agents which are harmful to  

w o rk e rs ’ h e a l th "  ( 1 3 ) .  The l e g i s l a t i o n  then e s ta b l is h e s  

l e v e ls  o f  human to le ra n c e  which a re  supposed to  be 

s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  sound, d e f in in g  maximum, medium or minimum 

l e v e l s  o f  aggrava t ion  to  the worker.  A "dangerous" working  

area or a c t i v i t y ,  as def ined by Law, is  one which "by i t s  

nature  or methods of  product ion ,  in v o lv e s  permanent co n ta c t  

by workers w i th  inflammable or  e x p lo s iv e s  in c o nd i t ion s  o f  

accentuated r i s k  ( 1 4 ) .

Three p ro p o s i t io n s  fo l lo w  from the  above d e f i n i t i o n s :  1 ) 

The c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  both c o n d i t io n s  

are dependent on e x p e r t  assessment by a doctor  or engineer  

o f f i c i a l l y  recognised by the M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour as

13. Source: Sect ion X I I I ,  A r t i c l e s  1 89 -192 ,  Consolidacao das 
Leis do T r a b a lh o . Page 43, A t la s  E d i t o r a ,  Sao Paulo, 1986. 
(71 edi t i  o n ) .

14. Op. c i t ,  a r t i c l e  193, page 43.
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s p e c ia l is e d  in  h e a l th  and s a f e t y  issues; 2) The ex e rc is e  of  

work in  unhealthy c o n d i t io n s ,  above the l i m i t s  e s ta b l is h e d  as 

t o l e r a b l e  by the  M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour, e n t i t l e s  the worker to  

re c e iv e  an a d d i t io n a l  bonus of  10%, 20% or 40% above the

minimum wage, according to  the  M i n i s t r y ’ s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of  

maximum, medium or minimum le v e ls  o f  u nhe a lth ines s ;  3) The 

e x e rc is e  o f  work in  c o n d i t io n s  c h a ra c te r is e d  as dangerous by 

the  recognised bodies, e n t i t l e s  the worker to  rece ive  an 

a d d i t io n a l  bonus o f  30% above the w o rk e r ’ s wage ( 1 5 ) .

As the N a t io na l  S tee l  Company is  a s t e e l  making p la n t ,  

the  M in is t r y  o f  Labour d e f in ed  in  i t s  e a r l y  days those areas  

and departments in which the  dangerous and unhealthy bonus 

should be payed to  workers.  However, the  e x p e r t  d e f i n i t i o n  of  

what is  a dangerous and unhealthy  working area  is  a r e l a t i v e  

and h i s t o r i c a l  process, much dependent on the s t a t e  of  the  

a r t s  and the le v e l  o f  knowledge on w o rk - re la te d  diseases and 

the long term e f f e c t s  o f  the human c o n ta c t  w ith  to x ic  

m a t e r ia ls .  Moreover, as I  w i l l  t r y  to  show in t h i s  s e c t io n ,  

the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the l i m i t s  to  unhealthy and dangerous 

working c o n d i t io n s  is  a lso  dependent on the le v e l  o f  pressure  

from organised labour to  reduce the l e v e l s  o f  the "human 

body’ s to le ra n c e "  de f in ed  in  the CLT Law ( 1 6 ) .

15. These co n d i t io n s  are  de f ined  in  CLT Law, op. c i t .  
a r t i c l e s  192-195 page 47.

16. The case o f  workers who deal w ith  r a d io a c t iv e  m a te r ia ls  
f o r  example is  a c l e a r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the  r e l a t i v e  nature of  
knowledge on diseases and how the l i m i t s  imposed by Law are  
s u b je c t  to  constant  r e a p p r a is a l .  There was a t e r r i b l e  nuclear  
a cc id e n t  in G o ian ia ,  a s t a t e  in B r a z i l  in  which a group of  
people in a d v e r t e n t ly  handled and ingested a ra d io a c t iv e  
substance. They died a s h o r t  per iod  a f te rw a rd s ,  but t h i s  gave 
n a t io n a l  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s c i e n t i s t s  expanded knowledge of
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The l e g a l  cas es  p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  w o r k e r s  a g a i n s t  t h e

N ationa l  S tee l  Company which r e la t e d  to  unhealthy and

dangerous working co nd it ion s  were o f  fo u r  d i f f e r e n t  types .  In  

the f i r s t  and second cases workers seek rec o g n i t io n  from the  

company t h a t  t h e i r  working areas are dangerous or unhealthy ,  

and seek the r i g h t  to  the payment o f  the  a p p ro p r ia te  bonus. 

In the t h i r d  case, workers seek an expansion o f  the r i g h t  

a lready  granted by law -  workers u s u a l ly  seek a re 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  unhealthy working a c t i v i t y  from minimum or  

medium le v e l  to  maximum lev e l  o f  aggrava t ion  thus in c re as in g  

the le v e l  o f  compensation. A fo u r th  type of  case in vo lv es  

workers who seek recogni t i  on o f  t h e i r  working areas as 

dangerous, added to  the re c o g n i t io n  o f  t h e i r  area  as an

unhealthy one.

In F igure 8 .3  i t  is  poss ib le  to  see a summary o f  the  

four  d i f f e r e n t  types of  cases:

the e f f e c t s  of  the  handling of  n u c le ar  substances on the  
human body. As a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  t ragedy ,  i t  was 
decreed in  1989 by P re s id en t  Sarney t h a t  a l l  those who worked 
with  r a d io a c t iv e  m a te r ia l  were e n t i t l e d  to  a 40% bonus over  
t h e i r  wage because of the  high le v e l  o f  danger to  which they  
are exposed. At the N at iona l  S tee l  Company the new 
e l e c t r o l y t i c  machines have some p a r ts  which conta in  
r a d io a c t iv e  m a te r ia l  to  measure the c o r r e c t  w idth o f  the  
s te e l  p l a t e .  As a r e s u l t  o f  the G oian ia  a c c id e n t ,  the workers  
who m ain ta in  these machines, the e l e c t r o n i c  maintenance  
workers, have become e n t i t l e d  to  t h i s  e x t r a  bonus.

475



F igu re  8.3

Legal Case Types Demands End R esu lt

Type 1 re c o g n i t io n  th a t  the 
work area i s  unhea lthy

r i g h t  t o  compensation

Type 2 re c o g n i t io n  o f  
dangerous working area

r ig h t  t o  compensation

Type 3 expansion o f  r ig h t s  by 
the  decrease in  
w o rk e rs ’ to le ra n c e  
le v e ls

inc rease  in  le v e l  o f  
compensation

Type 4 g ra n t in g  o f  both r ig h t s
-  unhea lthy  and 
dangerous working bonus
-  a t  the  same time

r ig h t  to  two 
compensations
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In  the fo u r  cases mentioned above, the workers seek to  

expand the l i m i t s  imposed by the CLT Law, in  r e l a t i o n  to  

something very prec ious to  them, t h e i r  h e a l th .  Although I  

argue t h a t  t h i s  type o f  a c t io n  is  a m i l i t a n t  one, which 

touches on im portant  p o l i t i c a l  issues,  t h i s  is  not an 

unprob lematic  quest ion in the l i t e r a t u r e .

Authors engaged in  a n a ly s is  o f  w o rke rs ’ h e a l th  and 

s a f e t y ,  f o r  example, quest ion the e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of  legal  

a c t io n  f o r  what in  the end w i l l  only  be monetary compensation 

of  a non-monetary commodity such as h e a l t h .  Th is  quest ion  is  

r e f e r r e d  to  in  the l i t e r a t u r e  as "the lo g ic  o f  m o n e ta r isa t io n  

of h e a l th  r is k s "  (S to tz  1986 and DIESAT 1988) .  I t  suggests 

t h a t  the  whole lo g ic  o f  bonuses f o r  unhealthy and dangerous 

working c o n d i t io n s  has re ta rded  a process towards t h e i r  

ac tua l  suppression; or in o ther  words, t h a t  the  " lo g ic  of  

m o n e ta r isa t io n  o f  h e a l th  r isk s "  has been re s p o n s ib le ,  in  the  

long run, f o r  low company investment in  the suppression or 

general  improvement o f  working c o n d i t io n s .  Th is  has been the  

case not only because the l e g i s l a t i o n  " le g i t im a t e s "  l e v e ls  of  

to le r a n c e  o f  unhealthy and dangerous working c o n d i t io n s ,  

where companies should be compelled to  in v e s t  in  changing 

them, but a lso  because i t  dampens the pressure o f  workers  

who "exchange t h e i r  he a l th "  f o r  a bonus to  t h e i r  wage ( 1 7 ) .

17. Th is  is  a ls o  t r u e  f o r  i n d u s t r i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  which are  by 
t h e i r  na ture  harsh and dangerous such as mining, s tee l -m a k in g  
and chemica ls .  One p o in t  to  make here is  t h a t  a l though the  
s t e e l  in d u s try  has -been s u b je c t  to  ex te n s iv e  improvements 
over the years ,  through the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  automation,  
n u m e r ic a l ly  c o n t r o l l e d  machines and changes in the  technology  
of  the  open fu rnace  and s te e l -m a k i  ng , th e re  has been very  
l i t t l e  improvement in the  c o n d i t io n s  o f  work from the p o in t  
of view o f  workers.  Although the a v a i l a b l e  technology can
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I t  s h o u ld  be p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  u n io n  l e a d e r s  and

a c t i v i s t s  are  q u i t e  aware of  t h i s  problem, as the fo l lo w in g

quotes a t t e s t :

" I  re c e iv e  a unhealthy working a re a  bonus but I  
don’ t  t h in k  i t  is  worth w h i le .  The th in g  r e a l l y  
worth doing would be to  e l i m in a t e  th e  problems. The 
money f o r  me w i l l  not help in  anyth ing ( . . . )  
because i t  might happen t h a t  I  r e t i r e  and I  
d iscover  I  have leukaemia, because th e  in h a l in g  of  
t o x i c  fumes can give you cancer.  So the  money w i l l  
not have helped in a n y th ing " .  ( I n f .  46 ,  s h o p - f lo o r  
a c t i  v i  s t ) .

"Most o f  the leg a l  cases workers r a is e  are  
a b s o lu te ly  j u s t .  They are  demanding to  rece ive  a 
bonus f o r  working in an unhealthy  area or f o r  
dangerous working area  bonus. I t ’ s f a i r  but I  don’ t  
t h in k  t h a t  i t  solves the problem, I  don’ t  th in k  i t  
compensates f o r  what the worker might lose in terms 
o f  h e a l t h .  Nowadays almost everybody in the p la n t  
rec e iv e s  20% over the minimum wage f o r  unhealthy  
bonus bu t ,  i f  you put a case f o r  dangerous working  
bonus, you are l i k e l y  to  w a i t  years and years to  
see something happen. The company i t s e l f  knows and 
plays w i th  t h i s ,  my area  manager has s p e l le d  i t  out  
to  us. By the time something is  decided,  i t  might 
be too l a t e  f o r  the worker" .  ( I n f .  52, sh o p - f lo o r  
a c t i v i s t  and l a t e r  e le c te d  union l e a d e r ) .

4. The Use o f  the  Labour Court as Another Type o f  S t ra tegy  to  

Enhance M o b i l i s a t i o n  and O rg a n is a t io n  o f  Worker

Br ing ing  to g e th er  d i f f e r e n t  pe rspec t ives  and 

acknowledging the r i s k  o f  "m onetar is ing  w orkers ’ hea l th  

issues",  the  Metal w o rke rs ’ Union has sought to  develop a 

f o u r - l e v e l  s t r a t e g y  in r e l a t i o n  to  h e a l th  and s a fe ty  issues.  

F i r s t ,  as we have seen in  P a r t  Two o f  the  th e s is ,  i t  has 

sought through s h o p - f lo o r  pressure and through Annual Work

reduce the le v e l  o f  acc idents  by g iv in g  n o t ic e  to  the workers  
of problems and f a i l u r e s  in the course o f  product ion ,  the  
p la n t  is  s t i l l  ex trem ely  no isy ,  dusty and hot.
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Agreements t o  br ing  about a general improvement in working  

c o n d i t io n s  in  the p l a n t .  In  t h i s  resp ec t ,  i f  we compare the  

s i t u a t i o n  be fore  and a f t e r  the e l e c t i o n  o f  the  new leaders  in 

o f f i c e  in  1983, we can see a general improvement in basic  

w e l fa re  p r o v is io n s  ( 1 8 ) .

Second, the union has c o n s i s t e n t ly  placed an item on 

Wage Campaign Agendas demanding company r e c o g n i t io n  o f  the  

whole p roduct ion  p la n t  as an "unhealthy" and "dangerous" 

working a re a .  The union have been successfu l  in  expanding 

t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  to  most of  the  p l a n t s ’ departments.  Today 

almost a l l  workers engaged in  product ion  re c e iv e  a 20% 

unhealthy area  bonus f o r  working in a s t e e l  p l a n t .  However, 

the company has not yet  recognised the "dangerous" s ta tu s  of  

the p l a n t  as a whole. The major argument o f  union leaders  is  

t h a t  the  gasometer and the open hear th  furnace are  

p o t e n t i a l l y  e x p lo s iv e  and t h a t ,  in the event  o f  an ac c id e n t ,  

a l l  the workers in the p la n t  could be in v o lv e d .  T h e re fo re ,  

a l l  those working ins ide  the p la n t  should r e c e iv e  the bonus,

18. An o f f i c i a l  rep o r t  by the N at iona l  S tee l  Company reads:

"Actions Taken by the Company to  Improve the Working 
C ondit ions  and the Q u a l i ty  o f  L i f e  In s id e  the  P la n t  in the  
Period 1984-1988.

I n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  Ergonomic Rooms 52 uni ts
Centres f o r  Socia l  Meetings  
I n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  Rest Rooms w ith

06 uni ts

Lockers 12 uni ts
Canteens 12 uni ts
F i r s t  Aid p o in ts  in  the p la n t  
Social  S erv ic e s  po in ts  in the

06 uni ts

pi ant
Refurbishment o f  the I n d u s t r i a l

04 uni ts

Ki tchen 1 8.000 meal s/day

Source: "Re levant  Data on the Company’ s Perform ance".
N at iona l  S tee l  Company. May 1989.
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i r r e s p e c t i v e  o f  t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  d e p a r t m e n t .

T h ird ,  th e r e  is  the work in  the CIPA which w i l l  tend to  

become more e f f e c t i v e  as the  s h o p - f lo o r  becomes more 

mobil ised and engaged not only  in  the  p re v e n t io n  of  acc idents  

but in changing the working c o n d i t io n s  themselves. The work 

which was being c a r r ie d  out in January 1990, a f t e r  the  

e le c t i o n  o f  a "workers ’ CIPA" w ith  23 w o rkers ’ 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , and a p re s id e n t  and v i c e - p r e s i d e n t  from the  

s h o p - f lo o r ,  was p u t t in g  g re a t  s t re s s  on i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and 

t ra n s fo rm a t io n  o f  "unsafe" working areas ( 1 9 ) .

F i n a l l y ,  the fo u r th  s t r a t e g y  is  th e  u n io n ’ s p a r t i c u l a r  

way o f  o rg a n is in g  the f i l i n g  o f  le g a l  cases. As the fo l lo w in g  

quote w i l l  a t t e s t ,  u n l ik e  the former b u re a u c ra t ic  lea d e rs h ip ,  

the new union government has sought to  combine the use o f  the  

legal  system w ith  w orkers ’ m o b i l i s a t i o n .  The use of  lega l  

system, from t h i s  po in t  of  v iew, is  not a too l  fo r  p lay in g  

down w o rke rs ’ gr ievances and s h i f t i n g  c o n f l i c t  to  a d i s t a n t  

forum, but on the c o n tra ry ,  i t  is  one o f  the many channels  

through which change and improvements in  w o rke rs ’ cond i t io n s  

are sought, and through which workers are m obi l ised and 

organised.  As one informant put i t :

"When the  "Opposit ion Group" was e le c te d  to  o f f i c e  
in 1983, we changed most o f  the lawyers and only  
two remained in o f f i c e .  I f  a worker came to  the  
union wanting to  f i l e  a case the  usual procedure  
was f o r  the  lawyer to  g ive  him some papers so t h a t  
he could get  some o th er  workers a ls o  wanting to  
f i l e  a case, and g ive  the lawyer power o f  a t to r n e y .
That would be the end and workers would not have 
anyth ing to  do w i th  the case. Probably in  a few

19. In t e r v ie w  w i th  Cerezo, th e  f i r s t  CIPA P res ident  in the  
Nationa l  S tee l  Company, e le c te d  in  January 1990.
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y e a r s ’ t ime they would hear about the  outcome and 
t h a t  was i t .  The f i r s t  measure we took when we 
en tered  the  union was to  e l i m i n a t e  t h i s  p r a c t ic e .  
I f  a worker came wanting to  f i l e  a case we would 
f i r s t  o f  a l l  c a l l  f o r  a meeting w i th  a l l  h is  mates 
in the  department or w i th  o th e r  workers in  the same 
s i t u a t i o n .  We would then discuss the  rea l  chances 
of  the w o rke rs ’ winning the case and we would 
in v o lv e  the  workers c o l l e c t i v e l y .  The l a r g e r  the  
number o f  c la im ants  the b e t t e r ,  t h a t  was what we 
would encourage.
We s t a r t e d  going c o l l e c t i v e l y  to  the i n i t i a l  
hear ings  a t  the Labour Court  where be fore  only  the  
lawyer would a t te n d .  At one t im e ,  we were 1,500  
workers,  a l l  in the c o u r t .  Th is  had several  
o b je c t iv e s :  i t  sought a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  from the  
workers; i t  sought to  put pressure  on the court  
which should be s u b je c t  to  pressure  from s o c ie ty ,  
and i t  sought to  put pressure on the company. 
Because 100% of the cases are  r e la t e d  to  
a r b i t r a r i n e s s , despotism and v i o l a t i o n  o f  w orkers ’ 
r ig h t s  in s id e  the p l a n t .  We seek w i th  t h i s  to  
c u r t a i l  company’ s despotism” . (union lawyer,  
c o o rd in a to r  o f  the u n io n ’ s Leal Department) .

According to  another lea d e r :

"We do go to  the Labour Court but always showing 
the quest ion  of  o r g a n is a t io n .  We used to  say to  
workers t h a t  the recourse to  the  J u s t ic e  system is  
an in s trum ent ,  the best  lawyer is  the  worker f r e e  
and organised because t h a t  i s  what guarantees  
th in g s  on the s h o p - f lo o r " .  ( I n f .  5 5 ) .

According to  another union le a d e r ,  the  use of  the Labour

Court  and the f i l i n g  of  cases are  a process o f  demands in

which workers expand t h e i r  awareness o f  the  very r ig h ts  they

are seeking to  v a l i d a t e  or  extend:

"The movement around the f i l i n g  o f  leg a l  cases 
generates  debate on the  s h o p - f lo o r  and t h i s  is  very  
good s ince  many workers do not have knowledge of  
t h e i r  r i g h t s  ( . . . ) .  With the  f i l i n g  o f  a case the  
s i t u a t i o n  changes, the  worker comes more o f te n  to  
the union to  fo l lo w  the development,  to  get  
informed and we take advantage o f  t h i s  to  meet and 
chat w i th  the w o rk e rs " . ( I n f .  2 ) .
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4 . 1 .  The Dynamics o f  Case F i l i n g :

The process t h a t  leads to  the f i l i n g  o f  a legal  case may 

have many forms and we would need to  g ive  many examples to  

i l l u s t r a t e  the d i v e r s i t y .  However, i t  i s  poss ib le  to  i d e n t i f y  

t h r e e  general p a t te rn s ,  which are the fo l lo w i n g .  One is  when 

the  issue in quest ion has been a s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t  f o r  a 

long t ime but has not been solved l o c a l l y .  U su a l ly ,  workers 

have sought a s o lu t io n  from management w ith  no p o s i t i v e  

outcome, so, as a l a s t  r e s o r t ,  they request  the in te r v e n t io n  

o f  the  union lawyer and the f i l i n g  o f  the  legal  case. The 

case o f  job  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  presented below has fo l lowed t h i s  

p a t t e r n :

"A sh or t  w h i le  ago we f i l e d  a case w ith  the union 
a g a in s t  the company. Me and two o th e r  mates from 
the department.  The th re e  o f  us were in the same 
jo b .  Then, two years ago they took an "annotator"  
j u s t  l i k e  us and gave him the t i t l e  o f  " p r in c ip a l  
a n n o ta to r" ,  lev e l  12, w i th  an in cre ase  in h is  wage.
Then we thought t h a t  we should a lso  be re 
c l a s s i f i e d  to  the same le v e l  as him. F i r s t  we 
ta lk e d  w i th  the Head o f  our d i v i s i o n  about i t ;  he 
sa id  we would have to  w a i t  and t h a t  he was not sure  
i f  we were e n t i t l e d ,  so we f i n a l l y  went to  the  
union and we then f i l e d  a case".  ( I n f .  4 ) .

A second p a t te rn  is  one in which the worker goes

d i r e c t l y  to  the union and no a t tem pt  is  made to  s e t t l e  f i r s t

w i th  the company. According to  a worker:

"We used to  re c e iv e  a bonus f o r  dangerous working  
co n d i t io n s  and a l l  o f  a sudden they  ( the  company) 
stopped paying. So we went to  the union and we then  
f i l e d  a case in the Court .  We did  not accept t h a t  
the  company stopped t h i s  payment, so we f i l e d  the  
c a s e " . ( I n f . 36) .

A t h i r d  p a t te rn  can be found where Metal w orkers ’ Union
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o f f i c i a l s  and a c t i v i s t s  take  the  i n i t i a t i v e  in d iscussing  

w ith  p o t e n t ia l  c la im ants  and f i l i n g  a case a g a in s t  the  

company. As a l rea d y  e x p la in e d ,  t h i s  i n i t i a t i v e  is  o f  a 

d i f f e r e n t  na ture  from the f i l l i n g  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  gr ievances as 

an i n s t i t u t i o n  ag a in s t  the company, such as during  Wage 

Campaign P er iods .  In  the type in  quest ion here, the c la im ant  

is  s t i l l  i n d iv id u a l  workers but the  i n i t i a t i v e  comes from the  

union. This  type of  c a s e - f i l i n g  is  used as an a d d i t io n a l  

resource to  put pressure on the company and to  present  

demands which would not be e n te r ta in e d  by the Courts as a 

request from the union.

The high number of  c la im ants  involved in a case in  1985 

and presented in Table 8.1 is  an example o f  one t h a t  re s u l te d  

from the u n io n ’ s i n i t i a t i v e .  According to  accounts, the  high  

number o f  c la im a n ts ,  7 ,0 00 ,  was due to  the f a c t  t h a t  the case 

concerned the r e s t o r a t io n  o f  the " fam i ly  allowance  

supplement". The CLT Law determines the payment o f  " fa m i ly  

bonus" ( s a l a r i o  fami 1i a ) to  a l l  employees who have c h i ld r e n  

under the age o f  fo u r te e n  ( 2 0 ) .  The company had e s ta b l is h e d  

a t r a d i t i o n  o f  g ran t in g  a supplement to  the " fa m i ly  bonus", 

ever s ince the company-town days. According to  in form ants ,  

because of  a " t r i c k "  in the 1985 Annual Work Agreement, the  

company l e f t  out t h i s  c lause  and the union only  r e a l i s e d  i t  

a f t e r  the Agreement had been signed. The workers were 

extremely angry with  t h i s  and the  union f e l t  d i r e c t l y

20. The " fa m i ly  bonus" was c rea ted  in  1963 by Law no 4266. I t  
e s ta b l is h e s  a bonus f o r  employees w ith  c h i ld r e n ,  as a 
percentage o f  the employee’ s wage. Source: CLT Law, op. c i t .  
page 613.
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respons ib le  f o r  not having seen the  problem in t im e .  The 

union then took the i n i t i a t i v e  in  f i l i n g  a case a g a in s t  the  

company, to  prevent  a process o f  r e t r a c t i o n  of a long-enjoyed  

r i g h t .  Through i t s  network o f  a c t i v i s t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and 

the use o f  union b u l l e t i n s ,  the union was ab le  to  summon 

7,000 workers as c la im ants  f o r  the re tu rn  o f  the  

"supplementary fa m i ly  bonus". According to  the union lawyer ,  

the judge in  the  Labour Court  in V o l t a  Redonda agreed w ith  

the workers and demanded t h a t  the company should r e - i n s t a t e  

t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  r i g h t .

The second massive lega l  c la im ,  one not r e fe r r e d  to  in  

Table 8 .1 ,  s ince i t  only  covered the 1978-1987 p e r io d ,  

occurred in June 1988 as a r e s u l t  o f  a campaign f o r  the  

company to  pay the  f u l l  URP index in the May wages. Once 

again ,  i t  was an a c t io n  i n i t i a t e d  by the union, which had 

j u s t  f in is h e d  a s t r i k e  and saw in the case an a d d i t io n a l  

means o f  pressure .  The case involved 10.000 workers who were 

m obi l ised  through the b u l l e t i n s  and s h o p - f lo o r  committees.  

The in n o v a t iv e  fe a t u r e  was t h a t ,  as p a r t  o f  i t s  campaign f o r  

u n io n is a t io n ,  the  union l i m i t e d  the  r e g i s t r a t i o n  of  c la im an ts  

to  union members. Since the  case was not put forward by the  

c a te g o r ia  o f  metalworkers but by in d iv id u a l  workers, i f  the  

co urt  was to  gran t  the  c la im ,  on ly  the  c la im ants  would 

b e n e f i t ,  keeping out any " f re e  r i d e r "  worker. Although t h i s  

a c t io n  did not s i g n i f i c a n t l y  increase  the number o f  union 

members t h a t  year ,  i t  showed the  u n io n ’ s i n c l i n a t i o n  to  

a ss oc ia te  leg a l  cases w i th  the m o b i l i s a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n  

of the workers.
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5.  C o n c l u s i o n

When workers quest ion  the  "human to le ra n c e "  l e v e l s  

def ined by law to  c l a s s i f y  working areas as "safe"  and 

"h e a l th y " ,  or when they seek to  change the very n o t io n  o f  

danger by proposing t h a t  the  s te e l  p la n t  be d e f in e d  as 

dangerous from the p l a n t ’ s gate onwards, they are demanding 

the l e g i t i m a t i o n  o f  a r i g h t  t h a t  is  a l re a d y  considered as 

such by s tee lw o rk e rs  and union o f f i c i a l s ,  even i f  managers 

and the CLT Law do not acknowledge i t .

Furthermore,  the s i g n i f i c a n t  numbers o f  cases in v o lv in g  

the "same job/same wage" p r i n c i p l e  and job  r e - c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

denote t h a t  issues which were h ig h ly  c o n f l i c t u a l  on the  shop-  

f l o o r ,  and which were turned in t o  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  by the  

union, were a ls o  channel led  in t o  a lega l  system as a s t r u g g le  

fo r  e q u a l i t y  o f  t re a tm e n t  between workers.

There is  s t i l l  much to  be done by workers a t  the  

National S tee l  Company in the area  of h e a l th  and s a f e t y  a t  

work and in the  implementat ion o f  a complete ly  b u re a u c ra t ic  

and impersonal system f o r  the  promotion, e v a lu a t io n  and 

t r a n s f e r  o f  workers along the  job  la d de r .  N ev er the less ,  the  

f i l i n g  of  le g a l  cases by workers,  to g e th e r  w ith  the  new 

Annual Work Contrac ts  and the  s t r i k e s ,  have undoubtedly  

resu l ted  in co n s iderab le  change in these m atte rs .

I  have argued t h a t  a f t e r  1983, the new union le a d e rs  and 

workers from the  N a t iona l  S tee l  Company used the  Labour 

Courts as a way to  c h a l le n g in g  the r e s t r i c t e d  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  

c e r t a in  r i g h t s .  These s o c ia l  ac to rs  sought not only  to  expand
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these r i g h t s ,  but a ls o  to  question the p r i n c i p l e s  under ly ing  

c e r t a in  r i g h t s  and the  way in which the system o f  the  

recourse to  the  Labour Courts is  run.

We have shown in  t h i s  chapter  how the f i l i n g  o f  lega l  

cases by workers a t  the Nat iona l  S tee l  Company has become 

another resource o f  w o rkers ’ m o b i l is a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n ,  

w it h in  the r e p e r t o i r e  o f  m i l i t a n t  a c t io n  led by the new union 

leaders .  N otw iths tand ing  the importance o f  t h i s  p r a c t ic e  per  

se, I  have sought to  i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  w i t h in  a broader  

framework.

The use o f  the leg a l  system by workers can be viewed as 

an at tempt to  change the law, in a co n tex t  o f  l im i t e d  

in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  the w o rk ing -c lass  in s o c ie t y .  What has been 

suggested is  t h a t  th e re  is  a p o l i t i c a l  re levance  in re s o r t in g  

to  law, which can be in t e r p r e t e d  as an at tem pt to  ob ta in  

pu b l ic  re c o g n i t io n  and s o c ia l  e q u a l i t y .  In  t h i s  sense, the  

use of  the law can be seen as an e x e r c is e  by workers o f  

c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s ,  as an at tempt to  cha l lenge  the l i m i t s  

imposed by the CLT Law and to  c rea te  new r ig h t s  based on a 

b e l i e f  system where workers are d e m o c r a t ic a l ly  t r e a t e d  and 

protected  from danger and d isease .  Th is  new p r a c t ic e  can be 

seen as an im portant  p o l i t i c a l  in n o v a t io n ,  in  comparison to  

p o p u l is t  and to  orthodox communist union lea d e rs ,  who in the  

past did not consider  or s t ro n g ly  seek to  change the Labour 

Laws, but c rea ted  p a r a l l e l  o rg a n is a t io n s  to  i t .

Although the "new u n io n is t"  union under a n a ly s is  in t h i s  

case study cannot be de f ined  as com plete ly  democrat ic ,  t h i s  

chapter has argued t h a t  the use i t  has made of  the Labour
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Court has helped to  lay  the ground f o r  a more democrat ic  type  

of  union. By making use o f  the law, and a t  the same t ime  

seeking to  change i t ,  the union has not on ly  s t r i v e n  to  gain  

p u b l ic  re c o g n i t io n  as a l e g a l l y  c o n s t i tu te d  p o l i t i c a l  a c t o r ,  

i t  has a lso  sought to  normalise ( t ra n s fo rm  in to  law) an 

e s s e n t ia l  p o l i t i c a l  in n o v a t io n .
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CONCLUSION

The main purpose o f  t h i s  th e s is  has been to  analyse a 

"new u n io n is t"  union and to  assess the e x te n t  to  which i t  has 

inaugurated a more democratic  form o f  union r u le ,  in  c o n t r a s t  

to  the p o p u l is t  unions of  the  1960s and the b u re a u c ra t ic  

unions o f  the  1970s. In  focus ing on the issue of  union  

democracy and the major problems and dilemmas faced by a "new 

u n io n is t"  union, the th e s is  s t a r t e d  from Robert M ic h e l s ’ 

cla im  t h a t  unions n e c e s s a r i ly  end up as o l i g a r c h i e s  and took  

up Roxborough’ s (1984)  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the problem by way o f  

sy s tem at is ing  fo u r  c r i t e r i a ,  which taken to g e th e r ,  could  

in d ic a te  democratic  union r u l e .  The in d ic a t o r s  were: th e

e x is te nce  of  contested e l e c t i o n s ,  a tu rn o v e r  of  lea d e rs ,  the  

closeness of  e l e c t i o n  r e s u l t s  and the ex is te n c e  o f  permanent 

and organised op po s i t io ns .

The t h e s is  argued t h a t  s ince  the "new u n io n is t"  movement 

was a l l e g e d l y  grounded on demands a r i s i n g  from the s h o p - f lo o r  

and on a c t iv e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the rank and f i l e ,  s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t s  a ls o  had to  be analysed,  i f  any c o n s is te n t  

assessment o f  a decade o f  "new unionism" was to  be made. To 

t h i s  end, the th e s is  se t  out to  combine a p o l i t i c a l  a n a ly s is  

of the union w i th  a m ic r o -a n a ly s is  o f  w o rke rs ’ p o l i t i c s  and 

c o n f l i c t s  over product ion .

The o p e r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  t h i s  approach was guided by 

th ree  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o n t r ib u t io n s  found in  the socio logy o f  the  

workplace. One was the labour  process debate and the  

discussion about f l e x i b i l i t y ,  in  which the c o n t r ib u t io n s  o f
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Humphrey (1 989 )  and Wood (1989)  were e s p e c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  

The second was the study o f  process i n d u s t r ie s  by Guerra  

F e r r e i r a  (1 9 8 8 ) ,  Borges (1983)  and K e l ly  (1 9 8 2 ) ,  among 

o th e rs .  These c o n t r ib u t io n s  helped in the  a n a ly s is  o f  the  

s t e e l  p l a n t  as a process in dus try  and a t  the same t ime lo c a te  

i t  w i t h i n  a broader s o c ia l  c o n te x t .  The t h i r d  c o n t r ib u t io n  

was found in  Burawoy (1 9 8 7 ) ,  which a l lowed f o r  a concept o f  

p o l i t i c s  w i t h i n  the arena of  the s h o p - f lo o r .

These c o n t r ib u t io n s  allowed the th e s is  to  argue on the  

need o f  two a d d i t io n a l  c r i t e r i a  o f  union democracy, which 

to g e th e r  w i th  the fo u r  suggested by Roxborough, could help  in  

the assessment o f  the union. These are:  1) the na ture  o f  the  

u n io n ’ s o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e ;  and 2) the e x t e n t  to  which 

the union le a d e rs h ip  takes up issues ra ise d  by the  p o l i t i c s  

of p rod uc t ion .

As ra is e d  in the In t r o d u c t io n ,  t h i s  th e s is  sought to  

answer the  f o l lo w i n g  quest ions in r e l a t i o n  to the case study:

1) what types o f  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were found? 2) how did  

these c o n f l i c t s  r e l a t e  to  managerial p o l ic ie s ?  3) how did  

workers assess the union and r a te  the new leadersh ip?  4)  how 

were p o l i t i c a l  s p l i t s  exp la ined  and j u s t i f i e d  by the  

l e a d e rs h ip  and the rank and f i l e ?  5) how was the "new 

u n io n is t"  union appraised in regard to  the s ix  c r i t e r i a  o f  

democracy ? The th e s is  provided answers to  these quest ions  

and system atised  as fo l lo w s .

I t  was shown t h a t  the major s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in  the  

per iod  1979-1984 r e la t e d  to  the n o n -b u re a u c ra t ic  system of  

employment r e l a t i o n s  and the type o f  c l i e n t e l i s t  networks
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which p r e v a i le d  in the p l a n t .  Up to  t h i s  per iod  the in t e r n a l  

labour  market was very much in  tune w i th  the t r a d i t i o n a l  

labour market o f  the s te e l  in d u s t r y ,  as suggested by Stone 

( 1 9 7 3 ) ,  w i th  r e s t r i c t e d  ports  o f  e n t r y  and an emphasis on 

s e n i o r i t y  and o n - th e - jo b  t r a i n i n g .  Thus, although the  

s e n i o r i t y  p r i n c i p l e  was a p p l ie d ,  the  excessive power 

e x erc is ed  by foremen and o ther  lower le v e l  managers in  

dec id ing  promotion and job  t r a n s f e r s  was a g re a t  source of  

resentment by workers. This  was probably  a legacy from the  

company-town days, as w e l l  as being l in k e d  to  the closed  

labour market o f  foremen and o th e r  lower le v e l  managerial  

jo b s .  The second source of  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  in the per iod  

were the bad and dangerous working c o n d i t io n s  in the p l a n t .  

These were r e la t e d  to  the harsh process o f  s te e l -m a k in g  but 

were aggravated by the implementat ion o f  the expansion  

programme D, which modernised the p l a n t  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y .

The c r e a t io n  of  o ther  s tate-owned s t e e l  companies a f t e r

1964 and the  end of the N at iona l  S tee l  Company’ s monopoly

over the f l a t  s te e l  product,  produced im portant  e f f e c t s  in

the  a t tem pt  by government and company management to

r a t i o n a l i s e  and modernise the company. W ith in  t h i s  process,  

the implementation of  stage one o f  expansion plan D g r e a t l y  

a f fe c t e d  the  d i v is io n  o f  labour and the  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  work 

in s id e  the p l a n t .  In  an a t tem pt to  reduce manning l e v e ls  and 

r a t i o n a l i s e  product ion ,  the company managers stopped 

employing f o r  what they de f ined  as n o n -e s s e n t ia l  jobs in  

s t e e l - m a k in g , which were then p r o g re s s iv e ly  t r a n s f e r r e d  to  

s u b -c o n t ra c t in g  f i rm s .  As a r e s u l t ,  a new d i v i s i o n  o f  labour
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and a new labour market o f  core and non-core workers emerged 

in the p la n t .

This t h e s is  re in f o r c e d  the  conclusions o f  o th e r  s tu d ies  

o f  the s te e l  process in d u s t ry ,  which have shown a r e c u r r e n t  

t ren d  whereby managers t r y  to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  jobs by t h e i r  

s t r a t e g i c  importance to  the  semi-continuous production  

process. I t  was a ls o  argued t h a t  t h i s  process requ ire d  a 

c e r t a in  le v e l  o f  te c h n o lo g ic a l  development of  the  p l a n t .  The 

core group, in  t h i s  new p a t t e r n ,  are those s t r a t e g i c  to  the  

production process such as process and maintenance workers,  

whom management p o l i c i e s  seek to  s t a b i l i s e  by c r e a t in g  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  type o f  in t e r n a l  labour market .

In regard to  union p o l i t i c s ,  the t h e s is  t rac ed  the b i r t h  

o f  the "Union Opposit ion" in t h i s  per iod  and showed how i t  

l a t e r  won the e x e c u t iv e  o f f i c e  of  the M e ta lw o rk e rs ’ Union 

from the b u re a u c ra t ic  leaders  who preceded i t .  The new 

o f f i c i a l s  t r i e d  to  implement a markedly d i f f e r e n t  type of  

union government and in s p i re d  by the "new u n io n is t"  ideas.  

Issues of a c t i v e  s h o p - f lo o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and rank and f i l e  

m o b i l is a t io n  were high on t h e i r  agenda. A campaign f o r  

u n io n is a t io n  was f u r t h e r  expanded and communication resources  

between union leaders  and the rank and f i l e  were developed.  

The new le a d e rs h ip  sought to  change the b u re a u c ra t ic  out look  

of  the union w i th  i t s  heavy and expensive network o f  w e l fa r e  

s e rv ic e s .  The new leaders  sought new ways to br ing  the rank 

and f i l e  in to  the  union and a t  the same t im e develop forms of  

m o b i l is a t io n  and o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the rank and f i l e  on the  

s h o p - f lo o r .  In  t h i s  respect  and in sharp c o n t r a s t  w ith  the
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past b u re a u c ra t ic  le a d e rs h ip ,  50% o f  the members o f  the  

"Union Opposit ion" continued working in the  p l a n t  as 

s te e l  w o rkers , a f t e r  they has taken o f f i c e .

As shown, the 1984 s t r i k e ,  the f i r s t  ever  in  the  

company’ s h i s t o r y ,  marked a s i g n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  in  the  

percept ions  o f  the new generat ion  o f  s te e l  w o rk e rs . In  

c o n tra s t  to  the  o ld e r  g e n e ra t io n ,  the younger g e n era t io n  no 

longer d isp layed  the acquiescence of state-owned employees.  

With t h i s  s t r i k e ,  th e  "new un io n is t"  le a d e rs h ip  was 

l e g i t im a t e d  in  the  eyes o f  o rd inary  s te e l  w o rke rs , in  a 

massive way. I t  was a ls o  poss ib le  to  observe in t h i s  process  

a t r a n s i t i o n  in  the p o l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e  o f  the  s h o p - f lo o r  

whereby s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  p rev iou s ly  exper ienced by 

workers a t  an in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  were channelled by p o l i t i c a l  

m o b i l is a t io n  and turned in to  a r t i c u l a t e  demands by the  new 

leaders .  S h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were now taken up by the  new 

leaders who were themselves s tee lw orkers  s e n s i t i v e  to  the  

problems in  the p l a n t .  I t  was argued in the th e s is  t h a t  t h i s  

i l l u s t r a t e d  the  process of  t r a n s i t i o n  from a s h o p - f lo o r  

c o n f l i c t  to  what Burawoy termed p o l i t i c s  o f  product ion  and 

allowed us to  suggest t h a t  th e re  were s i g n i f i c a n t  l e v e l s  o f  

i d e n t i t y  between the needs and goals o f  workers on the  shop- 

f l o o r  and t h e i r  union le a d e rs .

In  the second per iod  under i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  1985-1987,  i t  

was shown t h a t  the major s h o p - f lo o r  c o n f l i c t s  were r e l a t e d  to  

the in t ro d u c t io n  o f  f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  by management, in an 

attempt to  expand the te c h n o lo g ic a l  modern isat ion d r iv e n  by 

the expansion programme. These f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s ,  d i r e c t e d
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a t  core workers ,  sought to  a l t e r  job d e s c r ip t io n s  and to  

c re a te  work groups. As suggested in the l i t e r a t u r e  on process  

in d u s t ry ,  f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l ic e s  sought to  r a is e  p r o d u c t i v i t y  

l e v e ls  by engaging core workers even more in the  product ion  

process and by d i s t r i b u t i n g  among them the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

the outcome o f  product ion .

I t  was shown t h a t  company p o l i c i e s  o f  g r e a te r  

f l e x i b i l i t y  c re a te d  and/or  accentuated some s i g n i f i c a n t  shop- 

f l o o r  c o n f l i c t s .  The decrease in the number o f  jo b  t i t l e s  

combined w i th  an increase in the job d e s c r ip t io n s ,  led to  an 

outbreak o f  demands by workers to  have t h e i r  ac tua l  jobs  

recognised. Funct iona l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and the  in t ro d u c t io n  o f  

work groups a ls o  crea ted  c o n f l i c t s  over job  promotions as 

well  as demands f o r  the company’ s job  and wage c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

scheme to  be made p u b l ic .

Another process ta k in g  place a t  the  t im e was the  

beginning o f  the  company’ s democratic p o l i c y .  Th is  was the  

d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  the b i r t h  o f  the "New Republic" (1985)  in  

B ra z i l  and the  change in the ex ecu t iv e  boards o f  s ta te -owned  

companies. The dem o cra t isa t ion  showed i t s e l f  in  many ways but  

was best i l l u s t r a t e d  by a t tempts  of  management to  c r e a te  a 

more consensual form o f  ru le  in  the p l a n t .  The Department o f  

I n d u s t r i a l  R e la t io n s  was r e - s t r u c tu r e d  in an e f f o r t  to  

channel w o rk e rs ’ c o n f l i c t s  on the s h o p - f lo o r  be fore  they  

turned in to  more organised m o b i l i s a t io n .  At the same t ime the  

union was a l low ed s i g n i f i c a n t  p e n e t ra t io n  in s id e  the p l a n t .  

Since the Metal workers ’ Union in t h i s  per iod  was 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  rooted on the s h o p - f lo o r  and had expanded the

493



le v e l  o f  o r g a n is a t io n  and m o b i l i s a t io n ,  many of  the  shop- 

f l o o r  c o n f l i c t s  o f  the per iod  were turned in to  s h o p - f lo o r  

p o l i t i c s .  Th is  took p lace not only through the u n io n ’ s 

coherent and a s s e r t i v e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  demands to  the  

company, but a lso  through the  in n o v a t iv e  use o f  two o ther  

channels opened to  workers by the CLT Law.

The f i r s t  type of  in n o v a t iv e  a c t iv is m  consisted in  the  

p o l i t i c i s a t i o n  of  the CIPA ( I n t e r n a l  Committee f o r  the  

Prevention o f  A c c id e n ts ) ,  w i th  the e l e c t i o n  of "new u n io n is t"  

a c t i v i s t s  as CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . Th is  was a way o f  

" le g a l i s i n g "  the r o le  o f  s h o p - f lo o r  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  in  the  

face o f  management’ s h o s t i l i t y  to  rec o g n i t io n  of  f a c t o r y  

committees. The second type o f  in n o v a t iv e  a c t iv is m  was the  

support given by the union to  s te e lw o rke rs  in making use o f

the Labour Courts ag a in s t  the company, but in a massive and

p o l i t i c i s e d  way.

Although from the p o in t  o f  view o f  the s h o p - f lo o r ,  new 

u n io n is t  s t r a t e g i e s  were developing w i th  grea t  fo r c e ,  the  

s p l i t s  in s id e  the union and the  expuls ion  of  an opposing 

group from the  e x ec u t iv e  in 1985, undermined the new l e a d e r s ’ 

commitment to  a democratic  union.

Moreover, the 1986 union e le c t i o n s  provided an

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the type o f  issues a t  stake f o r  the  "new

u n io n is t"  union. The overwhelming vote f o r  the "new u n io n is t"  

leaders in power proved t h a t  o rd in a ry  s tee lw orkers  ra ted  

t h e i r  p o l i c i e s  as a success, but i t  was a ls o  an i n d ic a t io n  o f  

the d i f f i c u l t i e s  posed f o r  union op pos it ion  groups to  

organise and compete in equal c o n d i t io n s  with  the new union
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leaders in power. The n e g l i g i b l e  number o f  votes given to  the  

two opposing s l a t e s ,  taken to g e th e r  w i th  the le a d e rs h ip  

h o s t i l i t y  towards the o p p o s i t io n ,  was in t e r p r e t e d  in  the  

th e s is  as a s ign  o f  a type o f  power monopoly o f  the e x e c u t iv e  

over o ther  groups w i t h in  the union.

During t h i s  second p e r io d ,  s tee lw orkers  a t  the N a t iona l  

Steel  Company engaged in s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  on f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  

occasions. Although the "New Republic" government was p u t t in g  

forward economic plans to  co n tro l  the i n f l a t i o n a r y  s p i r a l ,  

the two years from 1985 to  1987 were marked by very high  

i n f l a t i o n  r a te s  and r e c u r r e n t  a t tempts by government to  

ob struc t  corresponding wage read justments .  The period closed  

with  the August 1987 s t r i k e  a t  the company, in which th e r e  

were clashes between s te e lw o rke rs  and the  army. There was a 

rad ic a l  tu rn  in  the company’ s p o l ic y  on democracy and the  

beginning o f  a re p re s s iv e  s t y l e  of  management. Union le a d e rs ,  

CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  and a c t i v i s t s  were e x p e l led  from the  

p la n t  and a l l  p o l i t i c a l - o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  c lauses recognised by 

company management in prev ious Annual Work Agreements were 

revoked.

The t h i r d  and f i n a l  per iod  in v e s t ig a te d  in the t h e s i s ,  

from September 1987 to  1990, was marked by a deepening o f  the  

company’ s p r o f i t a b i l i t y  c r i s i s  due to  macro-economic p o l i c i e s  

to  conta in  the  p r ic e  o f  s t e e l .  Moreover, the government’ s 

r h e t o r ic  o f  economic l i b e r a l i s m ,  which posed a t h r e a t  to  

state-owned p rod uc t ive  companies, led management to  seek an 

ever g re a te r  improvement in the company’ s p r o d u c t i v i t y  l e v e l s  

and product q u a l i t y .  In  t h i s  per iod management attempted to
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r a t i o n a l i s e  the  company even f u r t h e r ,  w i th  the c r e a t io n  o f  a 

b u re a u c ra t ic  system of  r e c ru i tm e n t ,  s e le c t io n  and promotion  

o f  the w ork force .  This  was accompanied by the opening up o f  

the i n t e r n a l  labour market in  the company to  s k i l l e d  and 

te c h n ic a l  le v e l  jo bs ,  and an in creas ing  emphasis on formal  

educat ion  and t r a i n i n g  in p lace  o f  o n - t h e - jo b  and s e n i o r i t y  

p r i n c i p l e s .  The th e s is  suggested t h a t  t h i s  process could  

betoken a major change in  the t r a d i t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  

i n t e r n a l  labour market o f  s t e e l ,  a lthough i t  is  s t i l l  too  

e a r l y  to  make a d e f i n i t e  assessment. These years were a lso  

c h a r a c te r is e d  by a continued implementation o f  the  

f l e x i b i l i t y  p o l i c i e s  o f  the previous period  and by f u r t h e r  

roo t ing  o f  the te c h n o lo g ic a l  modern isat ion brought about by 

phase th re e  o f  the  expansion programme.

I t  was shown t h a t  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  during the t h i r d  

period revo lved s t ro n g ly  around two issues.  On the one hand, 

workers at tempted to r e - c r e a t e  some form of  s h o p - f lo o r  

o rg a n is a t io n  and to  reduce what they c a l l e d  the " repress ion"  

in s id e  the  company. On the o th e r  hand, management’ s un c le a r  

p o l ic y  on t r a n s f e r s  between s h i f t s  became a major s t r a t e g i c  

issue and source of c o n f l i c t s  fo r  workers, because i t  

hindered them from ga in ing  access to  the  h igher l e v e l s  of  

formal educat ion  t h a t  management now requ ired  o f  i t s  labour  

f o r c e .

D esp ite  the  repress io n ,  workers s low ly  r e - c r e a te d  a 

g ra s s - ro o ts  o r g a n is a t io n ,  in  the form o f  c la n d e s t in e  

committees on th e  s h o p - f lo o r .  Although t h i s  was seen by union 

leaders  as an im portant  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  s h o p - f lo o r  autonomy,
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i t  a lso  posed a dilemma to  the  le a d e rs h ip  which was faced  

w ith  the t h r e a t  o f  seeing t h e i r  le a d e rs h ip  undermined by the  

enhanced r o le  o f  s h o p - f lo o r  lea de rs .  Th is  f e a r  was r e in fo rc e d  

by the f a c t  t h a t  groups in op p o s i t io n  to  the union saw in  

these c la n d e s t in e  committees e f f e c t i v e  ways to  in f lu e n c e  the  

course o f  union p o l i t i c s ,  a t  l e a s t  a t  th e  s h o p - f lo o r  l e v e l .

In s id e  the Metal w orkers ’ Union, the l a y i n g - o f f  o f  union  

leaders  and a c t i v i s t s  by the company in  1987 a f f e c t e d  union 

o rg a n is a t io n  in many ways. Most im p o r ta n t ly ,  the  

in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  some of  these 1 a i d - o f f  workers in to  the  

union apparatus aggravated some u n de r ly in g  c o n f l i c t s ,  as a 

g r e a te r  number o f  people were now competing to  in f lu e n c e  the  

decis ion  making process on every-day  as w e l l  as long term  

issues. Moreover, the many dram at ic  events which marked t h i s  

period accentuated the divergence o f  op in ions  w i th in  the  

leadersh ip  regard ing s t r i k e s ,  r e l a t i o n s  w i th  management and 

c e n tra l  government. With the development o f  such s p l i t s ,  two 

other  groups o f  workers l e f t  the union e x e c u t iv e ,  one group 

resigned in 1987 as a r e s u l t  o f  pressure from t h e i r  peers,  

the o ther  group was e x p e l le d  in  1988. As w i th  the expu ls ion  

of the opposing group in 1985, t h i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  the  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  found by these "new u n io n is t "  leaders  to  

n e g o t ia te  and c o n c i l i a t e  d i f f e r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  op in ions w i t h in  

the union.

This t h i r d  per iod was s i g n i f i c a n t l y  marked by the union  

e le c t io n s  o f  September 1989 and the a l t e r a t i o n  o f  the union  

s t a t u t e s .  Although many o f  the  in d i v i d u a l s  on the ex ec u t iv e  

a t  t h i s  t ime were the same people who had composed the "Union
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Opposit ion Group" in 1979, the f a c t i o n  which won co n tro l  o f  

the union e x e cu t iv e  was committed to  a democratic reform o f  

the union, d e s i r in g  a more democrat ic  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  power, 

more open decis ion-making channels and an expansion in  the  

forms o f  re p re s e n ta t io n  open to  the  rank and f i l e .  Thus, the  

new s ta tu te s  allowed f o r  a major s h i f t  in the power 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  in  the  union through the  c r e a t io n  of  a "council  

o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s " , e le c te d  from the  s h o p - f lo o r ,  which was 

to  be the h ighe s t  instance o f  power, above even the union 

e x e c u t iv e .  Th is  t h i r d  per iod c losed in  January 1990 when the  

new union s t a t u t e s  were s t a r t i n g  to  be put in to  p r a c t ic e .  

January a lso  marked the beginning o f  a new period f o r  s t a t e -  

sector  workers, w i th  the t h r e a t  o f  p r i v a t i s a t i o n  presented by 

the newly e le c te d  B r a z i l i a n  P re s id e n t  Fernando Col l o r  de 

Mel 1o .

Analys is  o f  the op in ions o f  common s tee lw orkers  about 

the developments during these th re e  per iods revealed t h a t  

they not only  pra ised  the new union lea dersh ip  f o r  i t s  

combativeness and courage but a ls o  perce ived a sharp break 

with  the former b u re a u c ra t ic  union le a d e rs .  However, as t ime  

passed and the s p l i t s  between lea ders  developed, o rd in a ry  

s tee lw orkers  a ls o  developed c r i t i c i s m s  o f  the new le a d e rs h ip ,  

e s s e n t i a l l y  w i th  regard to  the  boundaries between "union 

p o l i t i c s "  and n a t io n a l  lev e l  p o l i t i c s .  W ith in  t h i s  framework,  

the new leaders  were c r i t i c i s e d  f o r  lea d in g  s tee lw orkers  in to  

n a t io na l  s t r i k e s  and f o r  p res ent ing  themselves as candidates  

f o r  loca l  l e g i s l a t i v e  and e x e c u t iv e  posts as wel l  as f o r  the  

fe d e ra l  Congress.

498



In  regard to  the s ix  c r i t e r i a  o f  union democracy 

proposed here,  the a n a ly s is  o f  the case study a l lowed us to  

suggest t h a t ,  in f a c t ,  the  "Union Opposit ion" group who won 

o f f i c e  in 1983 has shown problems o f  implementing a 

com ple te ly  democratic  form of  union government. The new union 

government can be eva lua ted  p o s i t i v e l y  on th re e  o f  the  

c r i t e r i a  but not in regard to  the  closeness of  e l e c t i o n s ,  the  

e x is te n c e  o f  permanent and organised oppo s i t io ns  and the  

t u r n - o v e r  of  lea de rs .

In  the union e le c t i o n s  o f  both 1986 and 1989, the "new 

u n io n is t "  group in  power won some 80% o f  the vo tes .  I t  is  

c l e a r  t h a t  such an overwhelming m a jo r i ty  of  votes  f o r  the  

union leaders  should be i n t e r p r e t e d  as a demonstrat ion of  

support  o f  the rank and f i l e .  N ev er the less ,  when these  

e l e c t i o n  r e s u l ts  are considered to ge ther  w ith  the lea de rs h ip  

h o s t i l i t y  towards opposing union groups, i t  is  po ss ib le  to  

suggest t h a t  th e re  was a tendency w i t h in  the union towards a 

m ono p o l is t ic  type o f  power in which the op po s i t io n  had l i t t l e  

p o l i t i c a l  space. On the o th e r  hand, the p e n e t ra t io n  of  

members o f  the "New Opposit ion Group" as CIPA r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  

and even as CIPA p r e s id e n t ,  in  1990, and the c r e a t io n  o f  new 

union s t a t u te s  g ran t in g  g re a t  power to  the  new "counci l  o f  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s " , may be seen as a c o u n t e r v a i l in g  tendency  

and an in d i c a t i o n  t h a t  o p p o s i t io n  groups w i l l  have g r e a te r  

power to  in f lu e n c e  union p o l i t i c s  in the f u t u r e .

In  regard to  the t u r n -o v e r  o f  lea de rs ,  around 50% o f  the  

members who made up the union ex ecu t iv e  remained the same 

from 1983 to  1990. Moreover, even i f  50% of  the lea ders  did
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change, i t  is  p o s s ib le  to  say t h a t  the new f i g u r e s  were 

in corpora ted  in t o  a group w i th  a common programme and some 

shared p o l i t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s .  However, d e s p i te  the low t u r n 

over in  regard to  the p o l i t i c a l  group in power, th e r e  was a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  innovat ion  in  the process. The innovat ion  was the  

emergence of a new in te rm e d ia te  leve l  o f  le a d e rs h ip ,  whereby 

common s h o p - f lo o r  workers became engaged in union p o l i t i c s  

and some were ab le  to  progress to  become union o f f i c i a l s .

The th re e  c r i t e r i a  o f  union democracy which were 

appra ised as p o s i t i v e  were: the ex is te n c e  o f  contested

e le c t i o n s ;  the change in  the  in te r n a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  union  

towards more democratic  o rg a n is a t io n a l  forms o f  running the  

union and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  the rank and f i l e ;  and the  ta k in g  

up o f  s h o p - f lo o r  p o l i t i c s  by the lea dersh ip  in t h e i r  agenda 

of  demands.

As a l rea d y  o u t l i n e d ,  the  new union leaders  organised  

e le c t i o n s  according to  the  union s t a tu te s  every th re e  ye ars ,  

and they were held  w i th  the  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  competing  

s l a t e s ,  under open and t r a n s p a re n t  c o n d i t io n s .

The change in  the i n t e r n a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  the union was 

best i l l u s t r a t e d  by the new 1990 s t a t u t e s ,  in which shop- 

f l o o r  re p re s e n ta t io n  was systematised and the d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  

power was al lowed to  s h i f t  in favour o f  g ra s s - ro o ts  groups.  

The new s t a t u te s  a lso  a l low ed ,  fo r  the f i r s t  t im e ,  f o r  the  

formal o r g a n is a t io n  o f  permanent o p p o s i t io n s ,  who were a lso  

taken as members in  the "counci l  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s " . D esp ite  

these developments, the debate over the r e l a t i v e  emphases to  

be given to  d i r e c t  and m i l i t a n t  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i v i t i e s  versus
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w e l fa r e  types o f  s e rv ic e s  remains a p o in t  o f  c o n te n t ion  in  

the new o r g a n is a t io n .

The case study a lso  a f f i r m e d  a t h i r d  c r i t e r i o n  o f  union  

democracy. The union le a d e rs h ip  did take up issues ra is e d  by 

the p o l i t i c s  o f  the s h o p - f lo o r .  This is  one o f  the most 

in n o v a t iv e  and democratic  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the union  

in v e s t ig a te d  here .  The union not only had a s i g n i f i c a n t  grasp  

of  the issues a t  stake but a ls o  found ways to  channel these  

and to  fo rm u la te  them as coherent  demands o f  the workers.

As to the s p l i t s  w i t h in  the  union, the th e s is  has argued 

t h a t ,  a l though the union le a d e rs h ip  was ab le  to  lead the  

union ex ecu t ive  and to  impose changes in r e l a t i o n  to  the past  

b u re a u c ra t ic  unionism, the  union o f f i c i a l s ,  a c t i v i s t s  and 

CIPA re p re s e n ta t iv e s  are d iv id e d  in t h e i r  op in ions  about  

basic aspects o f  unionism and p o l i t i c s .

The case study has shown t h a t  these d ivergences concern 

the fo l lo w in g  po in ts :  the a p p ro p r ia te  dimension of  union

goals;  the best type o f  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of power; the na ture  o f  

union a c t i v i t i e s  and the  types o f  se rv ices  i t  should prov ide  

to  i t s  rank and f i l e ;  the le v e l  o f  rad ic a l is m  o f  union goals;  

the formal p o s i t io n  in r e l a t i o n  to  union democracy; and the  

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the u n ion ’ s a p p r o p r ia te  i n t e r 1o c u to r s . I t  was 

suggested t h a t  the l e a d e r s h i p ’ s views could be c h a ra c te r is e d  

as th re e  " p o l i t i c a l  types";  the  " p a t e r n a l i s t " ;  the " r a d ic a l  

re fo rm is t"  and the " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " types; -  and t h a t  they  

i l l u s t r a t e d  major problems faced by the "new u n i o n i s t ” 

leaders  a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l .  I  would l i k e  to  conclude by 

ranging these issues under fo u r  basic dilemmas:
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1) The f i r s t  dilemma is  r e la t e d  to  the a t tem pt  by "new 

u n io n is t"  le a d e rs  to  change the b u re a u c ra t ic  s t r u c t u r e  they  

i n h e r i t e d .  I t  may be form ula ted  as fo l lo w s .  As "new u n io n is t"  

leaders assumed o f f i c e  over the years ,  the in t ra -g r o u p  

d iv is io n s  increased in number and co m p lex i ty .  With the  

passing of  t im e ,  the problem faced by the lea d e rs h ip  was no 

longer to  win o f f i c e  .from b u re a u c ra t ic  leaders  but to  d e f in e  

long term p o l ic e s  f o r  the union in the c o n te x t  o f  the  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s a t i o n  of  a "new u n io n is t"  movement w i t h i n  a 

more democratic  s o c ie t y .  The two basic problems which de r ived  

from t h i s  were 1) choosing the form o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , i e ,  

" a c t iv e  democracy" or "passive democracy" and; 2) d e f in in g  

the long term goals o f  a "new u n io n is t"  union, i e ,  the  

p u rs u i t  o f  " n e g o t ia b le  and instrum enta l  goals" f o r  the

workers or the  p u r s u i t  o f  more ra d ic a l  goals o f  s o c ia l

change. The d i f f i c u l t i e s  were i l l u s t r a t e d  in the case study

by the development of  s p l i t s  w i t h in  the body o f  union leaders  

and a c t i v i s t s  and by the d iv e rg e n t  p o s i t io n s  o f  the

" p a t e r n a l i s t "  p o l i t i c a l  type on the one hand and the  

" r e v o l u t i o n a r y " p o l i t i c a l  type on the o th e r .

2) The second dilemma a r is e s  from the process whereby 

rad ic a l  s h o p - f lo o r  a c t i v i s t s ,  committed to  d i r e c t  and 

m i l i t a n t  a c t io n ,  became union o f f i c i a l s  and were faced w ith  

the con t inge nc ie s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  lea d e rs h ip  and had 

to  some e x te n t  to  "play down" union r a d ic a l is m .  As they did  

t h i s ,  they e n te red  in to  a d i r e c t  c lash  w ith  more ra d ic a l  

workers and were faced w ith  a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  being co-opted by 

the system. Th is  dilemma was perhaps best i l l u s t r a t e d  in  the
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developments a f t e r  the 1984 s t r i k e  and the  s p l i t s  among the  

"new u n io n is t"  leaders  over the  d u ra t io n  and t a c t i c s  used 

during the s t r i k e .  I t  a ls o  reappeared in  the November 1988 

s t r i k e  when th e re  were d i r e c t  c lashes w i th  government and the  

army.

3) The t h i r d  dilemma stems from the "new u n io n is t "  

commitment to  encourage s h o p - f lo o r  m o b i l is a t io n  and 

o rg a n is a t io n  and the a t tem pt to  l e g a l i s e  s h o p - f lo o r  

r e p r e s e n t a t io n . For, a l though the new leaders favoured  

autonomous s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n ,  they a lso  f e l t  th re a te n e d  

o f  being "outspoken" by t h e i r  s h o p - f lo o r  c o n s t i tu e n t s .  Th is  

tens ion  developed even f u r t h e r  when, as a r e s u l t  o f  the  

lead ers h ip  encouragement o f  democrat ic  union p o l i c i e s ,  shop- 

f l o o r  o rg a n is a t io n  increased and workers s ta r te d  to  ta ke  

i n i t i a t i v e s  and to  ac t  autonomously on the s h o p - f lo o r .  In  the  

case study t h i s  dilemma was best  i l l u s t r a t e d  during the r e 

c r e a t io n  of  s h o p - f lo o r  o r g a n is a t io n  in 1988 and the emergence 

of  c la n d e s t in e  committees. Th is  basic dilemma was extended  

even f u r t h e r  when union op p o s i t io n  groups began to  see in  

these s h o p - f lo o r  o rg a n is a t io n s  as spaces to  br ing forward  

t h e i r  own a l t e r n a t i v e  p o l i c i e s .

4) The fo u r th  and f i n a l  dilemma is  r e la t e d  to  the f a c t  

t h a t ,  de s p i te  a g r e a te r  le v e l  o f  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and 

convergence between the "new u n io n is t"  lea dersh ip  and the  

rank and f i l e ,  th e re  is  one area  o f  union goals where they  

w i l l  d i f f e r .  Because the  le a d e rs h ip  is  engaged in broader  

p o l i t i c a l  exchange, such as w ith  employers and the  

government, and because the rank and f i l e  u s u a l ly  is  not
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invo lved  in t h i s ,  a d i f f e r e n c e  o f  op in ion  is  l i k e l y  to  

develop between the two concerning the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  some of  

the  union goa ls .  In  the case study, t h i s  type o f  dilemma 

could be seen in the sharp d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  some s tee lw orkers  

drew between "union p o l i t i c s "  and "n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s "  and the  

view t h a t  the one must remain separa te  from the  o th e r .  I f  we 

co ns ider  t h a t  one o f  the o b je c t iv e s  o f  the "new u n io n is t"  

movement was not only  to  present  a new type o f  unionism but 

a ls o  to  change the p o l i t i c a l  in s e r t i o n  o f  the w ork ing -c las s  

in  n a t io n a l  p o l i t i c s ,  i t  is  po s s ib le  to  conclude t h a t  the  

dilemma is  unso lvab le .  Whereas some rank and f i l e  workers 

a l l e g e d  t h a t  th e re  was goal d isplacement from the lea ders h ip  

who stood f o r  e l e c t i o n  in lo ca l  and n a t io n a l  le v e l  p o l i t i c s  

f o r  example, the union leaders  could argue t h a t  i t  is  

p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  broader p o l i t i c a l  exchange which w i l l  a l low  

many o f  the union goals  proposed a t  lo ca l  lev e l  to  be 

achieved .  Although i t  is  suggested t h a t  t h i s  does not 

c o n s t i t u t e  evidence o f  the emergence o f  o l i g a r c h i c  r u l e ,  i t  

does p o in t  to  a fundamental d i f f e r e n c e  between union 

o f f i c i a l s  and t h e i r  members.

I  would l i k e  to  suggest t h a t  the dilemmas and problems 

ra is e d  here are  i l l u s t r a t i v e  not only  o f  the case study in  

quest ion  but a lso  o f  o th e r  "new u n io n is t"  s e t t i n g s .  They 

appear in the  debates between organised labour groups a t  

n a t io n a l  le v e l  in the 1980s -  groups which have s p l i t  along  

the  l i n e s  o f  " c l a s s i s t  unionism" versus "unionism o f  r e s u l ts "  

versus "n eo -c o rp o ra t is m " . Perhaps the  core issue can be 

loca ted  in  the  quest to  d e f in e  what are  to  be considered

504



"appropr ia te"  union goals  and to  d e f in e  the long term r o le  to  

be played by B r a z i l i a n  unions, a f t e r  the changes to  the  

Labour Code in troduced by the 1988 C o n s t i t u t io n ,  in a country  

undergoing a process o f  d e m o c r a t is a t io n . However, s ince  t h i s  

was a s in g le  case study, the conclusions drawn here can on ly  

be ra ised as p ro p o s i t io n s  to  be te s te d  v i s - a - v i s  o ther  cases.

Despite  t h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  t h i s  i n v e s t ig a t io n  has 

allowed us to  answer the more general  issues ra ised  in  the  

I n t r o d u c t io n .  Thus I  would argue t h a t  the "new u n io n is t "  

union does c o n s t i t u t e  a sharp break w ith  the past  

b u re a u c ra t ic  form o f  unionism, even i f  i t  is  not y e t  

complete ly democrat ic .  The "new u n io n is t "  union is  in  f a c t  

more m i l i t a n t ,  and i t  has developed forms of s h o p - f lo o r  

r e p r e s e n t a t io n , a l lowed f o r  the emergence of in te rm e d ia te  

leve l  leade rsh ip  and advanced the expansion of  w o rk e rs ’ 

socia l  and p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s .

From the knowledge a v a i l a b l e  today about na t io n a l  le v e l  

p o l i t i c s ,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  argue t h a t  the  growth of  the "new 

u n ion is t"  movement as a whole has played a c e n t ra l  r o l e  in  

expanding w o rke rs ’ s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s .  This process  

can be seen a t  work in th e  emergence o f  the  PT as w el l  as the  

o rg a n is a t io n  o f  o ther  p a r t i e s  w i th  popular  support ,  such as 

the PDT. The o th e r  arena of w o rk in g -c la s s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  may 

be i l l u s t r a t e d  by the e l e c t i o n  of  workers as fe d e ra l  depu t ies  

fo r  the d r a f t i n g  o f  the new B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  in  1988,  

and a lso as majors and o ther  lo ca l  l e v e l  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s .

At loca l  l e v e l ,  the th e s is  c la imed t h a t  the c o n t r ib u t io n  

of the "new u n io n is t"  union to the  expansion of  workers
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r ig h t s  was e s p e c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  in  the p o l i t i c i s e d  use o f  

the CIPA and in the in n o v a t iv e  use o f  the Labour Courts ,  in  

regard to  lega l  cases a g a in s t  the N a t iona l  Steel  Company. I  

have argued t h a t  t h i s  was s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  a t tem pt ing  to  

expand the r ig h t s  as wel l  as c r e a t in g  new bases under which 

the r ig h t s  were granted .  Given the p o l i t i c a l  h e r i t a g e  o f  the  

t r a d i t i o n a l  l e f t ,  the "new u n io n is t"  use o f  the law and the  

at tem pt to  change i t s  content  were p a r t i c u l a r l y  in n o v a t iv e .  

S i m i l a r l y ,  the at tem pts  o f  "new u n io n is t"  leaders  a t  n a t io n a l  

lev e l  to  change the c o r p o r a t i s t  s t r u c t u r e  in the  new 

B r a z i l i a n  C o n s t i t u t io n  a t t e s t e d  to  a s i g n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  and 

the b i r t h  o f  new ideas among the  l e f t .

Although the r e s u l t s  o f  the new C o n s t i t u t io n  d e a l in g  

with  labour r ig h t s  did not d ism ant le  a l l  the prev ious  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the c o r p o r a t i s t  system, m ain ta in ing  in  

p a r t i c u l a r  the p r i n c i p l e  o f  union u n i c i t y  and the compulsory 

union ta x ,  organised labour did gain the freedom to  organ ise  

autonomously from the M in i s t r y  o f  Labour. A s i g n i f i c a n t  p o in t  

of  change of  the "new u n io n is t"  union in  comparison to  the  

p o p u l is t  unionism of  the 1960s, or even w i th  the p o s i t io n s  o f  

the t r a d i t i o n a l  l e f t  in regard to  Labour Laws, was t h a t  the  

"new u n io n is t"  movement did not s e t t l e  f o r  "accomplishments  

of  omissions" as did these o th e r  union groups in the pa s t ,  

but sought to  br in g  about changes in  the  law i t s e l f  ( 1 ) .

1. "Accomplishments o f  omission" is  a term used by Keck to  
descr ibe concessions obta ined by organised labour from  
government as a r e s u l t  o f  government’ s un w i l l in gn ess  or  
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  to  u t i l i s e  the mechanisms o f  co ntro l  and 
repression a v a i l a b l e  under the prev ious  Labour Code. Keck, M. 
"New Unionism in the B r a z i l i a n  T r a n s i t i o n "  in Democrati z i  ng 
B r a z i l .  Stephan, A. e d i t o r .  1989 page 252.
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F i n a l l y ,  and no tw i ths tand ing  the dilemmas ra ised  in t h i s  

conclusion,  i t  is  po ss ib le  to  suggest t h a t  the "new u n io n is t"  

union i l l u s t r a t e d  in t h i s  case study was ab le  to  c o n t r ib u t e  

to  breaking w i th  a "catch 22" s i t u a t i o n  which has 

c h a ra c te r is e d  much o f  the  past h i s t o r y  o f  organised labour in  

B r a z i l .  The p o l i t i c i s a t i o n  of  the "new u n io n is t"  movement and 

the ascendence o f  i t s  leaders  a t  lo c a l  and n a t io n a l  l e v e l  

p o l i t i c s  was not the r e s u l t  o f  the d e le g a t io n  by the s t a t e  

nor the r e s u l t  o f  the e r e c t io n  o f  " p a r a l l e l "  o rg a n is a t io n s  to  

the Labour Code. Rather ,  they were based on r e p re s e n ta t io n  

and s t re ng th  on the s h o p - f lo o r  and on the  movement’ s s t ru g g le  

to  change the r o le  of  organised labour .  In  t h i s  respect ,  i t  

is  poss ib le  to  say t h a t  the movement has c o n tr ib u te d  to  the  

expansion o f  the c i t i z e n s h i p  r i g h t s  o f  workers.

The exper ience  of  the Metal w o rk e rs ’ Union o f  V o l t a  

Redonda, which has been analysed in t h i s  t h e s is ,  p o in ts  

forward to  the  development of  the  "new u n io n is t"  movement, in  

i t s  second phase, i e ,  ten years a f t e r  the metal w o rk e rs ’ 

s t r i k e s  o f  1978/1979.  In  t h i s  second phase, i t  has spread to  

other  i n d u s t r i a l  sec to rs  and has invo lved  many d i f f e r e n t  

groups o f  workers .  I t  is  suggested here t h a t  the d i v is io n s  

among organised labour in B r a z i l  have been based not on 

s p l i t s  between i n d u s t r i a l  s e c to rs ,  s k i l l  l e v e ls  or reg ions ,  

but on d i f f e r e n t  p e rspec t iv es  about union goals and the r o le  

of  labour in a more democratic  s o c ie ty .

The t h e s is  suggests t h a t  the "new u n io n is t "  movement has 

been successful  in in au g ura t in g  more l e g i t im a t e  and

democratic forms of  union government. The case study
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in d ic a te s  t h a t  a t  loca l  l e v e l  i t  has al lowed f o r  the  

emergence of  in te rm e d ia te  le v e l  leade rs h ip  as w el l  as the  

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  in formal types o f  s h o p - f lo o r  

s t ru g g le s .  On the  o ther  hand, i t  is  argued t h a t  the  "new 

u n io n is t"  movement s t i l l  has many aspects which may be 

c h a ra c te r is e d  as non-democrat ic  and t h a t  the movement has 

generated a new s e t  of  problems and dilemmas f o r  organised  

1abour i n Brazi 1 .

Although i t  is  beyond quest ion  t h a t  the emergence o f  

"new u n io n is t"  movement has r a d i c a l l y  changed the r o le  o f  

organised labour in B r a z i l ,  a s o c ie ty  which was used to  

exclude to a s i g n i f i c a n t  e x te n t  the w o rk ing -c las ses  from 

p o l i t i c s ,  t h i s  case study o f f e r s  the o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  the  

a n a ly s is  of  the contending problems s t i l l  a t  s take and the  

type o f  chal lenges open to  workers in the 1990s.
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APPENDIX

S tr ik e  Chronology Amongst Steelworkers from the National Steel Company, 1984-1989

Month/Year Type of 
S trike

Duration T a c tic t Ma jo r  
Demands

S ig n ifica n  
t  Outcomes

Observa- 
t  i ons

May 1984 plant
level
s tr ik e

5 days
occupation 
of the 

stee l 
p lan t

wages, 
working 
conds. and 
org. 
clauses

the union 
was
granted 
the r ig h t 
o f en try  
in  the 
p lant 
among 
other 
r ig h ts

f i r s t  ever 
s t r ik e  in  
the p lan ts  
h is to ry

Dec. 1985 plant
level
s tr ik e

1 day occupation 
of the 
stee l 
p lan t

to  p ro tes t 
against 
the end of 
some 
s ta te - 
employee 
benefi ts , 
ca lle d  
"pacotao"

Oct. 1986 plant
level
s tr ik e

1 day s tr ik e
outside
company's
premises
wi th
p icket
I i  ne. OnIy
those
responsibl
e fo r  the
production
process
a 11 owed i n

to  p ro tes t 
against 
fu r th e r 
governm. 
mesures to 
r e s t r ic t  
the r ig h ts  
o f s ta te  
employees

although 
the s t r ik e  
was not 
intended 
to  las t 
one day 
on ly, 
a f te r  the 
army was 
ca lle d  in , 
the union 
ca lled  fo r  
the end of 
the s t r ik e  
and was 
qu ick ly  
answered 
by the 
rank and 
f  i le

f  i r s t  
in te rv e n ti 
on o f the 
army
in s id e  the
s te e l
p la n t

Dec. 1986 national
level
s tr ik e

1 day occupation 
s t r ik e  as 
well as 
s tr ik e  
outside 
the p lan t, 
to  gather 
support 
from other 
groups of 
workers as 
well as 
from the 
popuI a t i on

against
the
Cruzado 
Plan of 
President 
Sarney

5 union
leaders
ja i le d  but
la te r
released
f  i rs t
na tiona l
level
s t r ik e
since 1964

second 
occupation 
o f the 
army
in s id e  the
s te e l
p la n t

A p r il 1987 plant
level
s tr ik e

5 days occupation
s tr ik e

breakdown
n e g o tia tio
ns during
"Wage
Campaign"
period

extracted 
one of the 
best wage 
readjustme 
n t of the 
period in  
comparison 
w ith  o ther 
groups



Append i x

S tr ik e  Chronology Amongst Steelworkers from the National Steel Company, 1984-1989

Month/Year Type of 
S trike

Duration T actic Major
Demands

S ig n ifica n  
t  Outcomes

Observatio
ns

Ago. 1987 nationa l
s tr ik e

1 day occupation
s tr ik e

p ro tes t
against
Bresser
Plan

f  i rs t
clash
between
steelworke
rs and
army
so ld ie rs

major 
s h i f t  in  
company1s 
democratic 
po I i  cy

th ir d  army 
occupation

May 1988 plant
level
s tr ik e

2 days occupation
s tr ik e

breakdown
during
"Wage
Campaign"
period

Nov. 1988 plan t
level
s tr ik e

17 days occupation 
s tr ik e  
f i r s t  days 
and la te r  
s tr ik e  
outside 
stee l 
p lan t

fo r
company' s 
recogni t io  
n of some 
of th re  
r ig h ts  
granted by 
new
C o ns titu 
t io n  plus 
wage
re a d ju s t
ment

serious 
clashes 
between 
stee lw or
kers and 
army, 
three 
workers 
k i l le d  and 
100
wounded,
na tiona l
comotion
and
develop
ments

fo u rth
army
occupation

Mar. 1989 national
s tr ik e

2 days occupation
s tr ik e

p ro tes t
against
Summer
Plan


