
Standing up to a Multinational Giant  

The Saint-Gobain World Council and the American Window Glass Workers' Strike 

in the American Saint Gobain Corporation in 1969





 

 

Linnaeus University Dissertations 

No 54/2011 

 

STANDING UP TO A 

MULTINATIONAL GIANT  
TH E  SA I N T-GO B A I N  WO R L D  CO U N C I L A N D  

T H E  AM E R I C A N  WI N D O W  GL A SS  WO R K E R S'  

ST R I K E  I N  T H E  AM E R I C A N  SA I N T  GO B A I N  

CO R P O R A T I O N  I N  1969  

 

FREDRIK HÅKANSSON 

LINNAEUS UNIVERSITY PRESS 
 

 



 

This dissertation is produced within the National Graduate School of 
History. The National Graduate School of History is one of the national 
graduate schools founded on the Swedish Government's initiative in the 
year 2000. The National Graduate School of History is implemented in 
collaboration between Lund University, Linnaeus University, Malmö 
University, and Södertörn University, with Lund University as the host 
university. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STANDING UP TO A MULTINATIONAL GIANT  
The Saint-Gobain World Council and the American Window Glass 
Workers' Strike in the American Saint Gobain Corporation in 1969 
Doctoral dissertation, School of Cultural Sciences, Linnaeus University 
2011 
 
ISBN: 978-91-86491-87-1 
Printed by: Intellecta Infolog, Gothenburg 



 

Abstract 
 
Håkansson, Fredrik, (2011). Standing up to a Multinational Giant. The Saint-
Gobain World Council and the American Window Glass Workers' Strike in the 
American Saint Gobain Corporation in 1969. Linnaeus University Dissertations 
No 54/2011. ISBN: 978-91-86491-87-1. Written in English. 
 
In the 1960s, a large number of World Councils were founded in a number of 
industrial branches. One of the most recognized World Councils was established in 
the multinational glass manufacturer Compagnie de Saint-Gobain in 1969, in 
connection to an international trade union action against the company. The 
purpose of this study is to investigate and understand the origin and character of 
this World Council and international action.  

The study places great emphasis on the American participation in the Saint-
Gobain World Council and the international action, but explores, in addition, the 
work and function of the World Council, the international action’s outcome in 
terms of wages and working conditions, the so-called vertical implementation of 
the trade union action, i.e. the integration of several trade union-organizational 
levels in a single action, as well as the wider contexts beyond the purely economic to 
which the World Council and the action can be linked.  

An essential point of departure is retrieved from the historical materialist 
tradition in order to understand the conflicts of interests and the ability to realize 
interests on the labor market, in the production, and within politics. An in-depth 
discussion on the structuring of overt conflicts and international trade union actions 
is undertaken based on four specific theories that are based on the assumption that 
trade unions and employers are rational actors.  

The survey consists of three main parts. The first empirical section identifies 
the action itself—its parties, origins, course of events, and aftermath. The second 
empirical section interprets the parties’ perspectives and interests in the long run. 
The third, and final empirical section examines the structural conditions in the 
United States for conflictual sentiments and international action.  

The study provides new perspectives on the structural background to the 
American union’s mobilization and international strategies. It also helps to explain 
why the World Councils were short-lived and, in the end, did not meet the high 
expectations placed on them. At the same time, the study displays the main 
achievements and shortcomings of the international campaign against Saint-
Gobain and the postwar political context to which the action can be linked. 

 
Keywords: World Councils, Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, the American Saint 
Gobain Corporation, flat glass, sheet glass, window glass, trade union 
internationalism, Charles Levinson, the International Federation of Chemical and 
General Workers’ Unions, the United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North 
America, glassworkers 
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PREFACE 

I was born and raised in a small town in the south-east of Sweden called 
Emmaboda, where Saint-Gobain’s investments have had a particularly strong 
impact on the social and economic development. In the late 1910s, a window 
glass factory was founded here by a business-minded son of a local farmer. 
The production was entirely manual. Already in the 1940s, Saint-Gobain 
entered the picture as a minority shareholder in this company when the 
window glass factory acquired the rights to the French group’s mechanical 
production method. This transition was crucial to the future of the 
company—and to the future of the community. The production had stood idle 
for three years and the glassworkers had started to find employment in other 
communities. The company was all but liquidated when the owners at the 
eleventh hour decided to invest in mechanization.  

Five years after the international trade union action that is the subject of 
this thesis, i.e. in 1974, Saint-Gobain became the majority owner of the 
Emmaboda glass factory. The change of ownership led to major unrest in the 
community; people feared that the plant would be scaled down or closed 
altogether. In the negotiations with the union and the community that took 
place, the so-called “Emmaboda-model” was born, which included far-
reaching guarantees by the company for sustained employment in the locality. 
Even if these promises would not be fully honored, the plant remains to this 
day—but now as a pure processing facility; production has long been 
transferred elsewhere.  

Fortunately for the community and its people, the window glass plant was 
not the only employer. Emmaboda is also home to another company that has 
become mixed up in the multinationals’ quest for world dominance. Since 
1969, the American corporation ITT is the owner of a company that until a 
few years ago was called Flygt Pumpar AB—today ITT Water and 
Wastewater AB. My father has worked there for almost 35 years and 
experienced what really is a breathtaking development for a small pump 
manufacturer in Emmaboda founded at the turn of the twentieth century.  
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When I decided, in consultation with my supervisor Professor Lars Olsson, 
to devote this dissertation to the international trade union action that took 
place within the multinational corporation Saint-Gobain in 1969, the 
company’s history in my own home town was not, after all, the foremost 
reason. I had another approach to the subject.  

During 2004, I had written my master thesis in history about the 
development in the 1930s of manufacturing methods within window glass 
manufacturing at the Emmaboda plant and within small glass manufacturing 
at the Kosta glassworks nearby, and the social consequences of this 
development. The idea for my thesis was originally based on this research 
field. I prepared an outline for a thesis concerning the development of 
occupational safety and working environments in the small glass industry in 
the postwar period, given the many problems hand health hazards within this 
trade. Already during my first semester as a graduate student, however, I 
participated in a graduate course that included an archive visit at the 
International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, The Netherlands. As 
a pure exercise in the archive, I investigated the glassworkers’ international 
organization and wrote a paper on the subject. To both me and my supervisor, 
the flat glass workers’ international strike in 1969 that I more or less stumbled 
on in the archive materials appeared to be a more exciting and interesting 
subject than my original thesis idea. The fact that Saint-Gobain was the target 
of this action, however, had nothing to do with this assessment. Back then.  

When I look back and contemplate my thesis today, in the light of my 
childhood and adolescence in Emmaboda in the shadow of the two 
multinationals’, I feel that my personal experiences may have an important 
bearing on the choice of subject in this thesis. Multinationals and economic 
globalization, of course, have a general validity and relevance in today’s world, 
which not least the recent recession with roots in the United States financial 
world has reminded us. But this phenomenon also has a personal meaning to 
me quite apart from the nature of the last business cycle. Shortly after I was 
admitted to the graduate program, I asked my soon-to-be colleague Lars 
Hansson, who was close to his own defense, what I really could expect from 
the coming years. I do not come from an academic family and the doctoral 
program was very much an unknown chapter for me. Lars Hansson replied, 
after a moment’s reflection, that the greatest personal benefit from completing 
postgraduate studies is that you get the opportunity to see yourself in a larger 
context.  

Verily! 
I would like to extend a warm thank you to everyone who has helped me 

and supported me in the process of completing this thesis and the studies 
within the doctoral program. First, of course, my main supervisor Professor 
Lars Olsson who tirelessly read and commented on my texts, opened doors for 
me, and challenged me in the most productive and constructive ways. Second, 
my assistant supervisors Professor Marcel van der Linden and Professor Lars 
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Berggren: thank you for your invaluable and important comments and advice! 
My gratitude also extends to all former and current doctoral fellows at the 
former Växjö University, now Linnaeus University, and at the National 
Graduate School of History who in many text seminars provided me with wise 
comments on my papers. Thanks also to all of you service-minded archivists 
and librarians whose services I have used extensively. 

I would also like to thank all of you who have been my colleagues in the 
hallways and coffee rooms at Växjö University, nowadays Linnaeus University, 
and at the National Graduate School of History at several universities in 
Sweden, for your sociable company during these years. 

Last, but not least, I would like to thank my family who has shown saint-
like understanding of my odd working conditions and always supported me in 
both spiritual and intellectual senses. Above all, of course, my wife Marie and 
our son Valdemar, my parents Jörgen and AnnChristine and my sister Frida. 
Thanks also to all of you members in my larger family circle for your interest 
and your encouragement.  
 
Fredrik Håkansson 
Växjö, May 2011 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

On March 29, 1969, trade union delegates representing workers in the French 
multinational flat glass manufacturer Compagnie de Saint-Gobain1 were 
summoned to a meeting in Geneva by Charles Levinson, secretary-general of 
the International Federation of Chemical and General Workers’ Unions 
(ICF). The explicit objective of the meeting was to agree on an international 
trade union offensive against the giant corporation. The delegates present at 
the meeting represented Saint-Gobain workers in France, Italy, West 
Germany, the United States, Belgium, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland and 
assurances of support were given by representatives in Brazil and Argentina. 
The offensive was centered on the renegotiations of the collective agreements 
in the corporation’s parent and subsidiary companies in France, West 
Germany, Italy, and the United States, all scheduled no more than a month 
apart in the spring of 1969 and constituted the birth of the Saint-Gobain 
World Council. In a press conference after the meeting, the delegation 
declared that Saint-Gobain was the target of an international trade union 
coalition. According to Levinson, the overall purpose of the international 
coalition was to prevent the company from breaking a strike in a factory by 
transferring production from another plant abroad.2 In particular, the trade 
unionists made the following six agreements:  

 
1. A standing committee at the ICF headquarters shall coordinate 

negotiations in the four countries that were bargaining with the 
company and “implement measures of support” when needed. 

                                                        
1 “Saint-Gobain,” hereafter. 
2 See for instance Gault, Francois, “Premiers jalons pour un syndicalisme multinational,” L’Express, 
April 7-13, 1969, p. 9; “Glasarbeiter gegen internationale Konzerne,” Gewerkschaftspost IG Chemie, 
Papier, Keramik, Vol. 20, No. 4, April 1969; “Réunion des syndicats européens et américains de Saint-
Gobain,” Journal de Genève, March 29, 1969, p. 6, and “St. Gobain Workers in 8 Countries To 
Coordinate Labor Negotiations,” International Herald Tribune, March 31, 1969. (Articles in notes 2, 4-
6 and 15 are from the press clippings collection of the UAW International Affairs Department, 
Reuther and Rebhan Collection 1968-1972, folder 25, box 25, at the Walter P. Reuther Library of 
Labor and Urban Affairs, Detroit.) 
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2. No contract will be signed in any country without approval of the 
standing ICF committee.  

3. International support will be given to those forced to go out on strike 
by all unions representing workers in Saint-Gobain worldwide. 

4. Financial assistance will be given to a union on strike to help prevent 
losing a strike because of economic reasons.  

5. In the case of a strike in any plant, necessary measures will be taken to 
prevent the transfer of production to this plant. 

6. Unions will cease working overtime in all Saint-Gobain plants in case 
of a strike in any country.3 

 
This concerted transnational trade union offensive against Saint-Gobain had a 
major public impact and received vast coverage in the American and European 
press. Financial Times maintained that this was “the first example of 
international co-ordination of trade union activity in respect of a major 
company with world-wide production facilities.”4 Other papers called the 
action “a new chapter in labor union history”5 and “a turning point in trade 
union relations.”6  

The events that followed thereafter are not well documented in the 
literature. According to Levinson, the West German workers began their 
negotiations just days after the meeting in Geneva on March 29. From the 
onset of negotiations, the West German trade union, the Chemical, Paper and 
Pulp and Ceramic Workers’ Union (IG CPK),7 insisted on its loyalty with the 
agreement in Geneva. After a couple of weeks of negotiations, an agreement 
was reached in West Germany that met practically all the demands raised by 
the union. Negotiations in Italy started on April 22 and would, after a few 
weeks interval, close on May 8. Before the Italians went into their final round 
of negotiations, however, stalled talks in the United States were resumed. The 
American parties were still far apart, though, and after only three days the 
workers went out on a strike that would last for nearly a month. Initially, the 
Italian negotiations, resumed on May 8, did not go well either and the two 
Italian unions that negotiated with the company declared a 72-hour strike. 
Before this strike was executed, however, the company backed off on its own 
terms and an agreement could be signed.8 

                                                        
3 Levinson, Charles, “Historical ICF Action on Saint-Gobain,” box 257–258, ICEF Archive, 
International Institute of Social History, Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 
4 “St. Gobain may be faced with international strike action,” Financial Times, March 20, 1969. See also 
note 1. 
5 “Global labor sets sight on Saint-Gobain,” International Business Digest, May, 1969. See also note 1. 
6 “Réunis A Genève,” Le Monde, April 1, 1969. See also note 1. 
7 Industriegewerkschaft Chemie-Papier-Keramik (IG CPK). 
8 Levinson, Charles, International Trade Unionism, London 1972 (a), pp. 17-20. Applies to the 
following two paragraphs as well. 
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According to Charles Levinson, the international action against Saint-
Gobain was a huge success. Part from the French ICF affiliate (the French 
Democratic Federation of Labor, CFDT9), which represented only a minority 
of Saint-Gobain’s French employees, the cooperation established between the 
various unions in Saint-Gobain’s subsidiaries afforded them great successes in 
their negotiations. In West Germany, the company met virtually all the 
union’s demands, including a protection of workers against job displacement 
due to technological change, which, according to Levinson, was pace-setting 
not only for Saint-Gobain but for the glass industry around the world. In 
Italy, the two ICF affiliates, the Italian Confederation of Trade Unions 
(CISL)10 and the Chemical and General Workers of the Italian Labor Union 
(UILCID)11, won recognition by Saint-Gobain as the authoritative bodies for 
negotiations on a company-wide basis, which, until then, had been denied. In 
the United States, where a strike erupted in the course of the negotiations, the 
settlement met next to all the original demands laid down by the union. 

According to Levinson, the offensive was significant also in terms of 
transnational labor cooperation. The unions agreed, for instance, that no 
contract would be signed in any country without approval of the standing ICF 
committee and that measures would be taken to prevent the company from 
transferring glass to a plant on strike from another subsidiary. The 
advantageous terms reached in the West German negotiations, moreover, 
were immediately translated and transmitted by the ICF committee to the 
other unions involved in negotiations, and served, primarily in the United 
States, as the basis for further negotiations with Saint-Gobain. Upon request 
by the Italian affiliates, moreover, the American union postponed its strike so 
that it would coincide with the Italian negotiations scheduled in the first week 
of May. This was vital to the advantageous outcome of the Italian 
negotiations, he claims. According to Levinson, moreover, all the unions 
“explicitly informed the committee that the successes thus achieved were 
unquestionably attributable to the combined action programme.” 

The Purpose and Structure of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to investigate and gain substantial understanding 
of the international labor offensive in 1969, introduced above, against a 
multinational corporation. This offensive was, incidental as it may seem, not 
an isolated event but part of a development on a much larger scale. During the 
1960s and 1970s, there were numerous and ambitious attempts in the 
international trade union movement to bring about transnational collective 
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bargaining in companies with operations in several countries, so-called 
multinational or transnational companies. The trade union movement had 
successively strengthened its emphasis on transnational cooperation since the 
early 1950s. This emphasis was particularly prominent within the automotive, 
chemicals, and food industries and to a certain degree also in the electrical and 
electronics industry, where World Corporation Councils, or simply World 
Councils, were being established from the mid 1960s onward to improve 
cohesion between trade unions in parent companies and their subsidiaries and 
to create conditions for transnational collective bargaining.12 

In the late 1960s and in the 1970s, moreover, Charles Levinson was in the 
midst of elaborating a “countervailing force” against multinational corpora-
tions and was responsible for introducing a three-step program within the 
ICF, with the explicit objective of balancing the power of the giant 
multinational corporations which were increasingly entering the scene at this 
time. The first phase of this program primarily involved actions of solidarity in 
support of trade unions involved in negotiations, strikes, or other kinds of 
conflicts with multinational corporations. The second phase involved the 
founding of World Councils in companies regarded as particularly important 
to workers in multinational companies. The third phase amounted to forcing 
the multinational companies’ general managements to discuss investments, 
changes in production, mergers, acquisitions, and so on, with the unions on a 
regular basis.13 

The concerted international labor offensive against Saint-Gobain in the 
spring of 1969, in which the Saint-Gobain World Council was founded, 
constituted a definite breakthrough for the second phase of ICF’s and 
Levinson’s action program against multinational corporations. The first phase 
did not result in more than a couple of tangible actions—Levinson mentions 
two, taking place prior to 1967: one in the United States against Scripto, and 
one in Turkey against Goodyear. The third phase was well on its way to being 
realized in 1973. Once again, the glass industry was part of the setting. 
According to Levinson, the ICF managed to achieve meetings between trade 
union and management representatives in the Belgian glass corporation 
Glaverbel as well as in the American corporation Scripto, in which general 
discussions regarding investments and manpower reductions were held.14  

According to Swedish historian Lars Hansson, this three-step action 
program was terminated after Levinson’s retirement from the position as 

                                                        
12 Rüb, Stefan, World Works Councils and Other Forms of Global Employee Representation in Transnational 
Undertakings. A Survey, Düsseldorf 2002, p. 9. 
13 Levinson 1972 (a), pp. 132-134. 
14 Levinson, Charles, Ett konkret fackligt gensvar på de multinationellas frammarsch: ICF:s växande 
motoffensiv (A Concrete Trade Union Response to the Emergence of the Multinationals: the ICF’s growing 
Counter-Offensive), Geneva 1974, pp. 32-33. 
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secretary-general of the ICF in 1982.15 The general opinion within the ICF 
after Levinson’s exit, as it was understood by an ICF representative, was that 
the ICF should no longer function as a trade union in the sense of 
representing workers directly in negotiations. This was not the primary role of 
an international trade union federation, he maintained. In the last years before 
Levinson’s retirement, moreover, Levinson had become increasingly 
demanding and confident which made him even more controversial than he 
already was in the eyes of the leading industry managers. According to 
Hansson, the mere mention of Levinson’s name would cause company 
executives to refuse meetings with trade union representatives. In an interview 
with the Wall Street Journal in 1974, Levinson professed that “if it weren’t for 
myself, and my writings, people wouldn’t even be talking about multinationals 
today.”16 

There has been substantial controversy with regard to the success and 
motive of the transnational strategy by portions of the trade union movement 
in the 1960s and 1970s. This controversy has revealed differences of opinion 
both within the labor movement and within other spheres of society such as 
academia and the media. Some have been very positive and optimistic. Karl 
Hauenschild, who in 1969 was elected president of the ICF, said that the 
ICF’s action against Saint-Gobain opened a new horizon for the unions.17 In 
the international trade union movement, states Levinson, the action was also 
regarded as an important example and illustration of the merits of 
internationally coordinated bargaining with multinational companies and 
became an inspiration for many similar efforts in the 1970s.18 There were also 
hopes that the World Councils would develop into the international trade 
union’s third pillar, next to the confederations and international trade 
secretariats.19 This demonstrates the symbolic importance attributed to the 
action within the trade union movement in the years immediately after the 
action.  

The action’s reputation as a precursor in international trade union action 
survived into more recent years. According to international trade unionist 
Burton Bendiner, the offensive constituted “a breakthrough for international 
labor action.”20 In a funeral speech in 1997 for the late Charles Levinson, 
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Multinationals,” The Wall Street Journal, June 17, 1974. See also note 1. 
17 Levinson 1974, p. 28. 
18 Levinson 1972 (a), pp. 132-133.  
19 Müller, Torsten, et al., Globale Arbeitsbeziehungen in globalen Konzernen? Zur Transnationalisierung 
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moreover, Dan Gallin at the Global Labour Institute (GLI) reminded the 
audience of the international offensive carried out under the aegis of the ICF 
in 1969—then led by Levinson—against the French glass maker and 
multinational conglomerate Saint-Gobain:  

 
In 1969 the ICF organized an international strike in Saint-Gobain. It 
was conducted simultaneously in four countries, with support from unions 
in six others, and it was the first internationally coordinated trade union 
action at the level of a large multinational corporation in the post-war 
period. It was also the practical demonstration of Levinson’s concept of 
international trade unionism. It showed the way forward for our 
movement.21 

 
On the other hand, as Ronaldo Munck has stated, Levinson and the ideas 
behind the “countervailing force” that he represented, were criticized from 
viewpoints within the labor movement that give priority to political and social 
aspects of trade unionism.22 The two German Marxists Werner Olle and 
Wolfgang Schoeller disagreed with the idea, promoted by Levinson, that the 
multinational corporations for the first time provided an objective ground for 
labor internationalism. This was merely an attempt by Levinson and others 
like him to find a superficial economic basis for the necessity and possibility of 
international trade union politics, they argued. Olle and Schoeller 
recommended a more politically based labor struggle, “combining the struggle 
for the maintenance and raising of the level of reproduction of the commodity 
of labour power with the perspective of developing the power of the 
proletariat.”23 Harvie Ramsay and Nigel Haworth, on the other hand, were 
critical of the notion that labor politics begins and ends on the factory floor 
and in the union office. Rather, labor needed to go beyond the realm of 
production, accept the multiple identities of workers and develop a “social 
movement” unionism, they argue.24  

There seem to be countless references of various length and magnitude to 
the offensive against Saint-Gobain in the scholarly and lay literature, some 
more confirmative of its success and motives than others.25 Despite its great 
symbolic importance both in its own time and later, however, the offensive has 

                                                        
21 Gallin, Dan, “Funeral Speech for Charles Levinson, January 26, 1997,” found at: 
http://www.globallabour.info/en/2006/10/funeral_speech_for_charles_lev.html, November 17, 2009.  
22 Munck, Ronaldo, Globalisation and Labour: The New Great Transformation, London & New York 
2002, p. 147. 
23 Olle, Werner and Wolfgang Schoeller, “World Market Competition and Restrictions Upon 
International Trade-Union Policies,” in Capital and Class, No. 2, 1977, p. 71. 
24 Haworth, Nigel and Harvie Ramsay, “Grasping the Nettle: Problems with the Theory of 
International Trade Union Solidarity,” in For a New Labour Internationalism: A Set of Reprints and 
Working Papers, Peter Waterman (ed.), The Hague 1984, pp. 83-85. 
25 See “Previous Research” below. 



 21

really only been the subject of one systematic review. The labor economists 
Herbert Northrup and Richard Rowan at the Wharton School of the 
University of Pennsylvania discussed the offensive in detail in a limited study 
published in 1974.26 They returned to the event in two subsequent 
publications but merely reiterated their position in the first study. The two 
scholars do not pull their punches. In a thorough survey of a wide range of 
multinational collective bargaining attempts published in 1979, including the 
international labor offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969, they argue that the 
claims by Charles Levinson and the ICF with regard to the federation’s 
activities in this field were nothing more than fantasies:  

 
Examining the documentary evidence, however, demonstrates beyond a 
shadow of a doubt that these claims are, at best, figments of a fertile 
imagination bulwarked by an extraordinary publicity sense and, at 
worst, downright fabrications. The press has spread these imaginative, 
and mostly wholly untrue, speculations apparently because they are 
interesting and sensational; and academics too often have given them 
further credence without any effort at verification.27 

 
Regardless of the various judgments passed upon the international labor 
offensive in Saint-Gobain in 1969 (and others like it), nevertheless, it has 
contributed considerably to the image of the 1960s and 1970s as a significant 
period of trade union internationalism among several trade union 
representatives and scholars.28  

Some forty years have now passed since the wave of transnational collective 
bargaining attempts in the late 1960s and 1970s, and this wave has largely 
fallen out of the public memory. Typically, it is now the historian’s object of 
study, rather than the sociologist’s, political scientist’s, or economist’s. More 
importantly, however, the offensive became a stepping-stone for the 
pugnacious ICF secretary-general Charles Levinson and his career in the 
media spotlight in the 1970s, promoting transnational collective bargaining. It 
may, therefore, contribute to our understanding of the wave of transnational 
collective bargaining attempts and World Councils in the 1960s and 1970s. In 
today’s world of increased international competition for jobs and trade and of 
a financial crisis extending beyond national, even continental, borders, 
investigations of international labor relations in multinational corporations 
appear particularly relevant and urgent. Movements of this nature have indeed 

                                                        
26 Northrup, Herbert and Richard Rowan, “Multinational Collective Bargaining Activity: The Factual 
Record in Chemicals, Glass, and Rubber Tires,” Columbia Journal of World Business, Vol. 9, No. 1 
(Spring 1974), pp. 112–124. 
27 Northrup, Herbert and Richard Rowan, Multinational Collective Bargaining Attempts: The Records, 
the Cases, and the Prospects, Philadelphia 1979, p. 534. 
28 See further “Previous Research” below. 



 22

attracted increasing attention along with an increase in the interest in 
international relations in general because of the trend toward globalization. As 
a consequence, contemporary historiography is experiencing a surge in 
transnational studies and international perspectives. An investigation into this 
offensive may increase our understanding of the international economic 
integration occurring during the second half of the twentieth century, 
commonly ascribed to a general process of globalization. In particular, it may 
increase our understanding of the social consequences of this process. The 
union-management relation is one of the social fields in which the 
consequences of increased international competition, economic integration, 
and capital mobility have been most felt.  

In this first section, the previous research on the World Councils and 
international trade union actions during 1960s and 1970s is dealt with, as well 
as on the Saint-Gobain World Council in 1969 in particular. This section also 
conveys the concrete issues that this study focus on as well as the theoretical 
points of departure, research methods and source materials that this study is 
based on. This first section is followed by three empirical sections which all 
give their contribution to the explanation of the Saint-Gobain World Council 
and the international action against the company in 1969. The first empirical 
section deals with the action itself: its parties, prehistory, course of events, and 
aftermath. The second empirical section is approaching the parties in the 
conflict and trying to establish a deeper understanding of their behavior by 
examining their motives and objectives in a somewhat longer run. In the third 
empirical part the conditions for union mobilization and international 
strategies in the United States are explored. 

Previous Research 
Before this study proceeds further, it is necessary to establish where we stand 
in terms of research findings, particularly with regard to transnational trade 
union approaches in general in the 1960s and 1970s, but also with regard to 
the transnational trade union offensive against the multinational flat glass 
manufacturer Saint-Gobain in 1969. The state of the research provides an 
important point of departure for this study.  

The subject of trade unions’ transnational actions is not unbroken ground 
for research in the social and human sciences. The establishment of the World 
Councils attracted considerable scholarly research in the 1970s and early 
1980s. The labor dispute particularly investigated in this study has also 
attracted attention from scholars, journalists, and international trade unionists, 
although their studies have been very limited and their conclusions about it 
have been confusingly different. The following section is a survey of the 
research conducted on the wave of transnational trade union actions in the 
1960s and 1970s in general, and the section after that surveys the literature on 
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the transnational collective bargaining attempt against Saint-Gobain in 1969 
in particular.  

Research Regarding International Trade Union Strategies in the 
1960s and 1970s 
Several aspects of transnational trade union strategies in the 1960s and 1970s 
have been discussed in the previous research. These aspects include the origins 
and motives of these strategies, their spread within the international labor 
movement, the inner workings of the World Councils, etc. This section deals 
with the previously conducted research concerning transnational trade union 
strategies in general, proceeding thematically with the most prominent aspects 
dealt with.  

Origins and Motives 

According to industrial relations scholar Torsten Müller et al., the world 
corporation councils were founded on the economic and political conditions 
faced by United States trade unions and their dominant influence on the 
international trade secretariats.29 According to former international trade 
unionist Burton Bendiner and political scientist Rebecca Gumbrell-
McCormick and sociologist Stefan Rüb, the original initiative had come from 
the United States. It was, more precisely, Walter Reuther, president of the 
United Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers of 
America (UAW), who was the first to advocate this route.30 The same thing is 
stated by labor economists Herbert Northrup and Richard Rowan.31 Under 
the leadership of Reuther, the UAW had become one of North America’s 
most internationally minded trade unions, distinguishing itself from the 
mainstream of protectionist North American trade unions. According to 
Gumbrell-McCormick, Reuther and his colleagues within the UAW were 
responding to the threat of loss of jobs felt by North American workers in the 
automobile industry. Instead of taking the protectionist route of controls on 
imports, which was advocated by the majority of trade unions in the United 
States at the time, they favored international standardization of wages and 
working conditions as a way of preventing employers from transferring 
production to low-wage countries. This could be achieved by assisting 
unionization in third world countries, setting common expiration dates in 
collective agreements between unions in different countries, and eventually a 
closer coordination of collective bargaining between unions in different 
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countries.32 Müller et al. emphasize that the World Councils arose not only 
from economic interests, but also from political ones. United States unions 
saw in the World Councils a means to advance a certain trade union ideology 
(“business unionism”) which in particular did not question the existing 
capitalist production and social order. Rüb has also pointed to the additional 
motive that United States trade unions would be able to use these institutions 
to advance their own notion of trade unionism; in particular they wanted to 
block the expansion of communist- or socialist-oriented trade unions. The 
discordance between American unions affiliated with the ICFTU and 
communist trade unions is also emphasized by Bendiner. In 1986, the IMF’s 
Renault Auto Council arranged a meeting for Renault workers in the world. 
At this meeting, a French union, the CFDT, suggested the curbing of 
production in Renault’s foreign operations as a way to preserve the jobs of the 
French workers. Even if this was essentially the same strategy as the one 
pursued by the American trade unionists, although more straightforward, the 
United States delegates angrily refuted this view.33 

With regard to the World Councils, some authors have even emphasized 
the possibility of a kind of United States “trade union imperialism.” Cox, for 
instance, identifies a strong affinity between on the one hand the IMF and the 
ICF, and on the other hand the UAW, which, according to Cox, was “the 
major single source of impetus behind this transnational strategy.” He adds: 

 
So striking is this point of origin of the strategy that the question must be 
asked whether the effort toward multinational bargaining is the 
extension abroad of a particular manifestation of U.S. trade union 
power, just as the expansion of MNCs was perceived abroad as an 
American challenge to weaker economies.34 

 
When it comes to the point in time at which trade unions started to give 
serious attention to transnational strategies, the authors are not equally 
unanimous. According to economists Isaiah Litvak and Christopher Maule, 
this happened in the 1960s. They adduce, for instance, an article by Walter 
Reuther, published in 1964, pointing out some of the critical problems arising 
from the multinational companies. They also refer to a resolution passed by 
the ICF in 1967, instructing the secretary-general to undertake research on 
multinational companies, and to a number of statements on the subject issued 
by other international trade secretariats in 1968–1970.35  
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Other authors identify an earlier start for this attention. According to 
Robert Cox, Gumbrell-McCormick, and Rüb, trade unions started to consider 
ways of making their response to the employers more transnational by the 
1950s.36 Bendiner, Gumbrell-McCormick, and Rüb emphasize the 
International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) as an important early vehicle 
for this approach. According to Rüb, Walter Reuther submitted a proposal for 
“sub councils” with international responsibilities in single corporations to the 
IMF in 1953. Under the responsibility of its assistant secretary-general at the 
time, Charles Levinson, the IMF started to plan a program with regard to 
multinational companies already in the mid 1950s.37 In 1964, the fifth IMF 
auto conference decided to establish World Councils for the two largest car 
manufacturers, General Motors and Ford. In 1966, the first meetings of the 
IMF World Auto Councils were held. The delegates discussed issues of 
concern for all the plants: working conditions, social facilities, training, 
protection for employee representatives, solidarity action in the event of 
industrial disputes, information sharing, and the role of the IMF.38 Bendiner 
states, like Gumbrell-McCormick, that Walter Reuther felt that one of the 
goals of the World Councils would be common expiration dates for the labor 
contracts throughout the multinational companies. The objective was to 
strengthen the hand of the individual unions, bargaining with the 
multinational companies and subsequently to achieve transnational 
bargaining.39 According to Rüb, the process of establishing World Councils 
was set in motion at a time when the postwar economic “Golden Age” was 
running into difficulties for the first time, and when the establishment of 
foreign plants by United States companies began to threaten the domestic 
workforce. United States trade unions responded, not with demands for 
protectionism in the traditional sense of the term, but with a strategy of 
raising wages in foreign subsidiaries to the level of United States plants in 
order to minimize the competition on the basis of wage costs. In view of the 
positive experiences in the United States itself, states Rüb, spreading 
unionization from the northern to the southern states, they placed great hopes 
on being able to move swiftly to company-wide collective bargaining.40  

Spread within the International Labor Movement 

World Councils were also organized in other industries. According to 
Gumbrell-McCormick, Charles Levinson left the IMF in 1963 to become 
secretary-general of the ICF. There, he would become the most prominent 
champion of the transnational bargaining issue outside the IMF. No less than 
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26 World Councils were established between 1969 and 1977 at the instigation 
of Levinson as secretary-general of the ICF. As such, he was closely followed 
by Dan Gallin, secretary-general of the International Union of Food and 
Allied Workers’ Association (IUF). The IMF, ICF, and IUF would 
subsequently collaborate in a range of international initiatives.41 According to 
Bendiner, the IUF’s World Councils concentrated their efforts with regard to 
multinational companies on meetings with managements. This approach was 
elaborated in the early 1970s, with the ambition to create regular and recurrent 
meetings with managements on an international scale which could emanate 
into some form of transnational collective bargaining. Being unthinkable in 
most management circles, however, the least indication of transnational 
negotiation would often cause managements to reject such meetings altogether 
and, on the whole, this approach was not very successful. With regard to 
coordinated collective bargaining assistance, the IUF made some limited 
headway in the subsidiaries of Coca-Cola and Nestlé. In 1971, the IUF 
managed to prevent the closure of a Coca-Cola plant in Rome, Italy, by 
preventing shipments into Rome from other plants in Italy. In a 1973 strike in 
a Nestlé subsidiary in Peru over wages and working conditions, the IUF 
managed to win lump-sum bonuses for all the workers (including the strikers) 
through coordinated efforts among its affiliates in Peru and the Geneva 
headquarters. Bendiner does not give account of how this was accomplished in 
further detail, however.42 

The Inner Workings of the World Councils 

The inner workings of the World Councils in the auto industry, organized by 
the IMF, have been treated by Bendiner to some extent. Regarding the 
council structure, he argues that representatives were chosen for each of the 
trade unions organized in the world corporation. Beyond that, no formal by-
laws or statutes were established, however. Meetings were called by the 
council coordinator periodically or in the event of some special event in the 
company, relevant to the workers. The main objectives of all the councils, 
according to Bendiner, can be summed up in the following points: 

 
• A regular international exchange of information on wages, working 

conditions, finances, and production. 
• Harmonization of wages and working conditions in the multinational 

companies. With regard to the harmonization of labor standards, working 
conditions were prioritized. Wages were harder to harmonize given the 
differences in living costs and standards. Next to working conditions, many 
different priorities were made concerning harmonization of labor 
standards: union rights, the forty-hour week, job security, assembly line 
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speeds, shorter working hours, health care, pensions, etc. The motive for 
the harmonization was the obstruction of arbitrary operation shifting in the 
companies’ “endless search for higher profits.”  

• The exerting of influence on the companies to show full social 
responsibility toward their workers and contribute to the development of 
the host country. 

• Assisting worker colleagues in cases of industrial conflict within the world 
corporation. 

• Supporting unionization of workers throughout the multinational 
companies.43 

 
Certain trade union representatives in the different corners of the 
multinational companies were assigned the responsibility of reporting to the 
council on contract expirations, dates of collective bargaining negotiations for 
a new agreement, the union’s initial demands and the management’s response, 
and the progress of negotiations. Pressure was exerted on multinational 
companies by addressing the companies’ central administration, by urging all 
unions in the different corners of the company to send messages of solidarity 
and support to the striking labor organization. 

Degree of Success of the World Councils 

According to Bendiner, the success of the World Councils in the auto industry 
was mixed. He emphasizes that none of the activities of these councils ever 
constituted actual transnational collective bargaining. They were, nonetheless, 
successful in other respects. Stressing that they did not constitute transnational 
bargaining, Bendiner refers to actions taken in General Motors in 1968 and 
Ford in the United Kingdom in 1971. In the first case, “strategic action related 
to inventories and overtime was successfully utilized to reach a settlement 
favorable to the union.” In the second case, an agreement on overtime 
restriction was reached between British and West German Ford workers on 
the initiative of the IMF-Ford World Auto Council. In 1974, the IMF-
Nissan World Auto Council helped settle a dispute between a Mexican plant 
of Nissan, where a strike was about to occur. In 1975, the IMF-GM World 
Auto Council intervened in a labor dispute in a Mexican plant of General 
Motors by sending messages of solidarity to the striking workers, and letters of 
protest to the General Motors management. A compromise was reached, 
according to Bendiner. In 1976, the IMF-GM World Auto Council arranged 
a meeting between striking workers of General Motors’ Strasbourg plant in 
France and workers in Opel’s Russelsheim plant in West Germany. This 
resulted in overtime restrictions which prevented General Motors from 
transferring production between the two plants during the strike. In the 
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settlement, the workers gained extra relief time, wage raises, and improved 
unionization rights. Further IMF World Auto Council action involved merely 
information meetings, observations, and declarations of intentions.44  

The reason why the strategy of standardization of labor standards was not 
particularly successful revolves primarily around the fact that different 
countries had different trade union structures and approaches to collective 
bargaining. Trade unionists in different countries also felt that transnational 
collective bargaining and common expiration dates would place high, if not 
critical, requirements on the strike funds of the trade unions. Having all 
workers in every plant of a multinational company on strike at the same time 
would virtually drain their financial assets, leaving them very vulnerable to 
further setbacks or threats. Proceeding plant by plant seemed a safer strategy. 
The feeling of lost sovereignty was also important in the respect of trade 
unionists’ attitudes toward transnational bargaining, states Bendiner. The 
reason why international trade union solidarity in labor conflicts has not taken 
the form of full sympathetic work stoppages in other plants of a multinational 
company is that legal obstacles prevent secondary actions in many nations and 
that it would be asking workers to undergo hardship to assist workers in other 
countries.45 

According to Rüb, the reasons why the world company councils did not 
become bodies which met regularly and operated on a continuous basis have 
not as yet been satisfactorily explored, although some researchers have 
highlighted general obstacles. In conclusion, it can be stated that the previous 
research quite clearly has identified a strong American trade union interest 
behind the transnational union strategies in the 1960s and 1970s. It appears as 
if these strategies at this time even had an American origin. The emergence of 
these strategies coincide to a large extent with a process in which American 
corporations were moving their production abroad and the post-war economic 
boom began to slow down significantly. American unions then gave greater 
priority to international strategies at the expense of national protectionism. 
Instead of protecting domestic jobs through high import duties, wages would 
now be raised abroad in order to eliminate employment competition.  

Interestingly, it is also apparent from the previous research that the ICF’s 
secretary-general, Charles Levinson, who was a key figure in the international 
trade union action against Saint-Gobain in 1969, was one of the major figures 
in the development of this strategy in the United States’ automotive and metal 
workers trade unions in the 1950s. At the suggestion of Walter Reuther, 
president of the UAW, Levinson developed a program for transnational 
collective bargaining in this industry. When Levinson eventually became 
secretary-general of the ICF in 1964 he quite naturally transferred these ideas 
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and strategies to the flat glass industry. There is, thus, a direct link between 
American autoworkers and the glass workers affiliated to the ICF.  

What seems to be missing from the previous research, however, is a more 
systematic investigation on transnational trade union strategies and actions 
outside the automotive industry. This is especially true with regard to the 
World Councils. Another shortcoming of this research is that it is exclusively 
interested in the horizontal implementation of these strategies and actions, i.e. 
the cooperation between trade unions in several countries. This is clearly a very 
important aspect, but no attention seems to have been paid to the vertical 
implementation of the transnational strategies, i.e. the integration of several 
levels in the union hierarchy, from the international federation to the local 
plant departments, in one single concerted action. In addition, it appears that 
the overriding issue has been whether these strategies and actions have been 
successful. Other aspects, such as the organizational, material, or ideological, do 
not seem to have attracted much interest.  

Research on the 1969 Trade Union Action against Saint-Gobain 

Scope of the Research 

Overall, not much research has been published about the transnational 
collective bargaining attempt in Saint-Gobain in 1969. Typically, it is not 
treated in the ambitious Encyclopedia of Strikes in American History, published 
in 200946 or in the anthology Strikes around the World from 2007.47 With a few 
limited exceptions, the event seems to have escaped the scrutiny of scholarly 
investigation. It is, however, mentioned as a case in point in a handful of 
publications primarily from the 1970s. No researchers have given as much 
attention to the action as Herbert Northrup and Richard Rowan. In two 
articles, the first from 197448 and the second from 1976,49 they investigate the 
involvement of the ICF against Saint-Gobain in the spring of 1969 and a 
number of other similar events. These two articles were combined into a 
chapter in a book in 1979 concerning the scope and nature of multinational 
bargaining in the world.50 

The offensive has also resulted in some comments in other limited studies. 
In 1972, Isaiah Litvak and Christopher Maule gave an account of the ICF 
action against Saint-Gobain in an article which deals with the problems posed 
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by international corporations, as seen from the perspective of trade unions.51 
In his 1973 article “Multinational Collective Bargaining: A European 
Prospect?,” moreover, B. C. Roberts asks whether multinational bargaining is 
a possible development in future Europe.52 Roberts presents the conflict 
between the ICF and Saint-Gobain as an example of a trade union attempt to 
bargain with a multinational corporation on an international basis. In a more 
recent publication, Torsten Müller et al. mention the offensive briefly in a 
survey of World Councils established in the 1960s and 1970s.53 

The ICF action has also been commented on in a number of popular books 
about multinational companies and transnational trade union co-operations. 
Christopher Tugendhat discusses the action in a handful of pages in his book 
The Multinationals from 1971, which deals primarily with the tension between 
multinational corporations and governments.54 In his book Invisible Empires 
from 1970, Louis Turner also devotes a few pages to the action.55 Raising the 
question whether international collective bargaining has been achieved or still 
remains a vision, Burton Bendiner presents the action as a case of World 
Council action in his 1987 book International Labour Affairs.56  

The authors who have raised the issue of the international labor offensive 
against Saint-Gobain come from both scholarly and nonscholarly 
backgrounds. Most of those with a scholarly background seem to have at least 
one foot in the field of economics, indicating what kind of interest this event 
attracted and what kind of perspective was applied to it in the 1970s. Herbert 
Northrup and Richard Rowan were colleagues at the Industrial Research Unit 
at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania when they published 
their research about the conflict. Northrup and Rowan were labor economists. 
Isaiah Litvak and Christopher Maule were scholars in economics. B. C. 
Roberts was professor of industrial relations at the London School of 
Economics and Political Science.  

The nonscholarly authors were either journalists or trade union 
representatives. Christopher Tugendhat seems to have been a member of the 
staff of the Financial Times when he published his book. Burton Bendiner has 
a history as director of the Automotive Department of the International 
Metalworkers’ Federation and co-coordinator of its World Auto Councils. 
Before that he was a representative of the United Auto Workers in Detroit, 
negotiating employee benefit programs.  
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The Degree of Success of the International Labor Offensive against Saint-
Gobain in 1969 

Litvak and Maule present a very affirmative view of the ICF offensive against 
Saint-Gobain. According to them, the ICF program was an “apparent 
success,” particularly in Italy and the United States. First, ICF managed to 
unite some 75 percent of Saint-Gobain’s total employees worldwide around a 
number of practical agreements of mutual support. Second, the union 
coalition helped advance the final settlements particularly in Italy and the 
United States, and possibly also in France.57 

Bendiner is also positive in his judgment. The negotiations constituted “a 
breakthrough for international trade union action” and created “an opening in 
an approach to transnational bargaining.” According to Bendiner, the strategy 
of the ICF was aimed chiefly at the contract negotiations in the US subsidiary. 
The March 29 meeting was the result of a common effort by ICF and its 
American affiliate UGCW to organize “an international emergency meeting 
to help its America affiliate to reach a favorable settlement.” At the meeting, 
significant gains were achieved in international union co-operation. ASG had 
refused to grant parity in wages with workers in the two plate glass 
manufacturers the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Corporation and the Libbey-
Owens-Ford Company. ASG had refused on the grounds that it was not 
engaged in supplying the automobile companies as were the other two, and 
had no reason to observe the competitors’ agreements. Aided by the ICF 
coalition, however, the union managed to reach a settlement that was based on 
one of the main competitors’ collective agreements. According to Bendiner, 
there was unanimity in the opinion of ICF’s affiliates that their world 
company council had unquestionably contributed to the successful 
conclusion.58 The terms of the agreements in the parent company and in a 
number of other foreign plants had also expired about this time and were 
being renegotiated.  

Ronaldo Munck, stating that “the council at the French MNC Saint 
Gobain was one of the first to achieve success at the national level through 
concerted international action,” also belongs to the group of authors who have 
commented on the action in an affirmative way.59 Also belonging to this 
group, Rebecca Gumbrell-McCormick states that “it was the council at the 
French-based multinational Saint-Gobain that in 1969 provided the first 
major success in achieving the aims of unions in dispute at national level 
through coordinated international action.”60 
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Tugendhat is somewhat more nuanced in his position and argues that the 
action was a “partial victory.”61 First, the unions in the coalition were only 
coordinating their negotiations, not their objectives, he argues. Second, the 
ICF coalition did not manage to influence the negotiations in all four 
countries. The West German settlement was supervised and sanctioned by the 
ICF coalition and provided a practical example in the negotiations with other 
Saint-Gobain subsidiaries. In Italy the union reached a settlement which 
included pay increases, a new production-bonus system, and recognition of the 
unions as the responsible bodies for negotiations thanks to the unified 
coalition pressure. Aided by the ICF coalition, the American union was able 
to conclude a 26-day strike, earning wage increases of nearly nine percent a 
year, along with a number of other benefits. Only in France, the native 
country of Saint-Gobain, did ICF have no practical effect. The largest French 
union was not affiliated with ICF and did not participate in the plan. As also 
Northrup and Rowan highlighted, it accepted a 3.5 percent wage increase and 
the smaller ICF affiliate could do nothing but tag along. 

Of all the researchers who have commented on the international labor 
dispute in Saint-Gobain in 1969, labor economists Northrup and Rowan 
ascribe the least importance and success to ICF’s involvement and argue that 
the claims of success made by the secretary-general of this federation were “at 
best figments of a fertile imagination” and “at worst downright fabrications.”62 
First, ICF mainly took advantage of fortune when it attacked Saint-Gobain in 
1969, they argue. The company had recently been the target of an aggressive 
takeover attempt by a smaller French competitor and had, unwittingly, 
revealed higher profits and expected dividends than ever before. At the same 
time the company was beset with criticism from West German, Italian, and 
American unions for not granting the workers what they demanded in terms 
of wages and fringe benefits. The offensive, consequently, did not emanate 
from a situation of organizational strength within the ICF or from a general 
conviction within the labor movement of the benefits of transnational 
bargaining, but from circumstances beyond the influence of ICF which made 
Saint-Gobain an easy and rewarding target of an erratic trade union 
internationalism.63 Second, according to Northrup and Rowan, the ICF 
activity was largely without significance for the course of negotiations in 
Europe, and in the United States it resulted in a net loss for the employees. In 
France, the major union at Saint-Gobain was not affiliated with ICF and was, 
consequently, not a part of the international coalition against Saint-Gobain. 
When it accepted a 3.5 percent wage increase—considerably less than the 10 
to 12 percent initially demanded—the French ICF affiliate could do nothing 
but comply. The West German and Italian negotiations revolved around wage 
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increases and benefits that were negotiated industry-wide. Given the broad 
nature of the bargaining, it would have been virtually impossible for Saint-
Gobain to refuse those demands. In the United States, the pressure that was 
coordinated by the ICF led to a strike that, according to Northrup and 
Rowan, was very unfortunate for the workers. The strike did not result in any 
substantial wage increase over and above what the company was offering prior 
to the strike. In addition, the United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North 
America (UGCW) was forced to accept manpower reductions and also lost 
some 500 members as one of the company’s plants had to close after the 
strike.64  

The Media Impact 

Regardless of what the authors claim concerning the significance and success 
of the action against Saint-Gobain in 1969, all seem to agree on one thing: the 
action received enormous attention in the media. Northrup and Rowan concur 
with the ICF secretary-general’s statement that few trade union events had 
attracted an equal amount of attention in the international media, but they 
argue that Levinson’s “extraordinary publicity sense” was the single most 
important reason for that, not the putative success of the action itself.65  

Roberts seems to agree with Northrup and Rowan on this point, and he 
offers a theory of why such publicity was so important: the impact of the event 
in the media resulted from the fact that ICF, headed by Charles Levinson, 
took the opportunity to try to defeat the hesitation of the national trade union 
centers regarding multinational bargaining and launched a very deliberate 
campaign in connection with the action against Saint-Gobain, promoting its 
own version of international bargaining.66 Northrup, Rowan, and Roberts 
argue, consequently, that the event had its chief significance as propaganda, 
directed toward national organizations of trade unions hesitant about the 
blessings of transnational collective bargaining. 

Other authors have also acknowledged the strong media exposure of the 
ICF action in 1969. All of them, however, seem to connect the breakthrough 
with the merits of the action itself; it was so groundbreaking and successful 
that it deserved its place in the spotlight for its own sake. Very few authors on 
the subject of this conflict have deviated from the issue of whether it was 
successful or not as an attempt to implement transnational bargaining. John 
Windmuller, however, has emphasized that while the involvement of the 
international trade secretariats in the problem of multinational companies has 
come mainly from the national affiliates, in the ICF, on the contrary, it came 
from the secretariat itself.67 
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The general impression is that very little research has been done on the 
international trade union action against Saint-Gobain in 1969, which to some 
extent also can be said to apply to transnational trade union strategies in the 
1960s and 1970s in general. In fact, only one systematic study has been made, 
which is not devoted to little more than an article. The interest, however, that 
was directed toward the action seems to have been motivated in particular by 
concerns for its impact on the economy. This is probably reflected in the fact 
that the main attention was devoted to the issue of whether the campaign was 
successful, i.e. if it managed to implement a more favorable distribution of the 
fruits of production for the workers. In this context it is interesting to note the 
highly inconsistent judgments, ranging from “success” to “imagination.”  

Again, the observation applies that it is the horizontal, i.e. the 
international, implementation of the action that has attracted most interest. 
The brief treatments, thus, have been rather superficial in nature because it is, 
naturally, virtually impossible for individual researchers to study the conduct of 
all the involved unions and subsidiaries in depth. 

Only one researcher has at one point suggested that the United States 
trade union interests were more influential than others in the campaign 
against Saint-Gobain in 1969. Otherwise, it is very much regarded and 
portrayed as a symmetrical action with regard to the vested national trade 
union interests. A major focus is also placed on the concrete historical actors. 
Another observation is that the reviews in the literature are generally based on 
a rather limited source material.  

Summary and Conclusion 
Research on transnational trade union actions in the 1960s and 1970s is in 
general not very extensive and the majority of the research made was carried 
out during the 1970s. The relative lack of studies thereafter suggests that the 
interest in these actions and strategies primarily was motivated by the potential 
success of those actions that was in view at the time. When this success was 
not forthcoming, this interest faltered and as a result, scholars and researchers 
turned their initial attention away from these transnational collective 
bargaining attempts. Our knowledge about them, consequently, is largely 
restricted to the fact that their ambitious objectives were never realized. In 
particular, the reasons why the dynamics of the World Councils slackened so 
markedly have not been satisfactorily answered.68 According to Stefan Rüb, 
however, the research that was conducted was unsatisfactory in a number of 
ways:  
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no case-studies were conducted on how the committees actually operated, 
how they were constituted, what obstacles they faced, the type and scale of 
internal conflicts, and what services they actually performed69 

 
But it also means that the purpose of this research was rather narrow and did 
not extend to broader issues of society at large—changes in economic, political 
and social conditions. Alternatively, these dimensions were taken for granted 
and were not discussed explicitly because the events were so close. Now, 
however, when these actions are about 40 years back in time, there is reason to 
re-focus attention on them. It may be easier in retrospect to see them in their 
wider context. This is particularly true for the action against Saint-Gobain in 
1969. Only one systematic study has been designated to this campaign and it 
was published as early as 1974. The purpose of that study was in particular to 
discuss any success in terms of wages, working conditions and employment—a 
concern very close to mere collective agreement issues—that it may have had. 
A new study of today has the opportunity to see the action in a larger, and 
historically more interesting, context which not only takes into account its 
implication for business.  

Another important observation is that the studies made to date on 
transnational union activities are chiefly concerned with their horizontal 
dimension, i.e. the coordination of trade unions over national boundaries. The 
focus, thus, has been on the international level and the studies have been 
broader in nature than deep. This applies both generally and with regard to 
the action against Saint-Gobain in 1969. But this means that the role of the 
local, and to some extent also the national, trade union level in these 
operations has been ignored. The attitude and participation of the rank and 
file American window glass workers towards transnational collective 
bargaining, for instance, has never been examined. The differentiation 
between these organizational levels is likely to be a structural barrier to 
communication and coordination in the same way as the international 
differentiation within the trade union movement. This is partly due to the fact 
that self-determination at the different levels can be quite extensive and that 
there is nothing self-evident in the absolute authority of a higher level over a 
subordinate level. To complete the previous research, a look at the vertical 
dimension is required, i.e. the integration of several levels of the union 
organizational structure in a single action—both the international and the 
national and local.   

Possibly, the previous focus on the horizontal dimension explains why the 
research is also focused to a great extent on the concrete historical actors who 
were involved in the actions. Union leaders and organizations are discussed 
extensively, making agency a major explanatory element. While we today may 
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have greater potential to broaden our perspective in the study of these 
transnational actions we also ought to add a more structural perspective, such 
as the material and strategic conditions and requirements of those actions.  

Authors on the subject of transnational collective bargaining attempts and 
World Councils in the 1960s and 1970s all seem to agree on the origin of this 
trade union approach and the source of inspiration behind it. In general, the 
previous research has highlighted the American trade unions’ interests as 
dominant. It is argued that the American trade unions, headed by the United 
Autoworkers, began to give priority to an international wage standard over the 
national protectionism in view of the fact that American employers at that 
time began moving their production abroad and the postwar economic boom 
went into decline. A few references have also been made to political motives 
related to Cold War ideological antagonisms.  

It is interesting to note, in this context, that Charles Levinson, later to 
become secretary-general of the ICF, was a key figure in the development of 
this strategy within the IMF. Apparently he was engaged in the issue of 
multinational corporations several years prior to his appearance as secretary-
general of the ICF. It appears that he was working in cooperation with the 
UAW within the IMF in the early 1950s. It was not until the mid 1960s, 
however, that this plan resulted in tangible action. 

It is possible, therefore, to suspect a strong connection between the 
American trade union interests and the campaign against Saint-Gobain in 
1969. This aspect has hardly been discussed in the previous research; only one 
researcher has suggested that the actions against Saint-Gobain were designed 
especially with the American union’s interest in mind. In conjunction with 
Windmuller, all other writers have presented an image that suggests that the 
offensive was conceived and initiated by the ICF leadership, in particular by 
the secretary-general Charles Levinson, and represented the interests of all 
unions involved to the same extent. The significance of Levinson’s history 
within the IMF in the early 1950s, and the fact that he was responsible for 
elaborating the federation’s transnational strategies (suggested by Walter 
Reuther), has been emphasized with regard to the general strategy within the 
ICF of transnational collective bargaining and the establishment of World 
Councils. It has not, however, been discussed with regard to the Saint-Gobain 
affair in particular. This may possibly be due to the fact that an inverse 
relationship existed, obscuring the true nature of the action: Saint-Gobain was 
not an American company moving its production abroad, but a foreign 
company established in the United States. But this really does not alter the 
situation; it rather reinforces it. A foreign firm has less reason than an 
American to maintain its production in the United States if the conditions for 
its activities are better elsewhere. In the case of the transnational trade union 
action against Saint-Gobain in 1969, therefore, there is every reason to study 
the American side of the action deeper. Such specialization also offers 
opportunities to study how the choice between national protectionism and 
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trade union internationalism was handled and why the latter gained ground at 
this time. It would also be important to highlight Charles Levinson’s role in 
this context, because he seems to have acted as a conduit for the American 
trade union interests within the ICF.  

The characterizations of the purported international labor dispute in Saint-
Gobain in 1969, consequently, have been considerably divergent and have 
ranged from success to failure. The most controversial aspect of the event 
seems to have been the outcome of the action for the American workers. Some 
of the differences in opinions may be explained by the fact that the authors 
focus on somewhat different aspects of the conflict. While Northrup and 
Rowan have emphasized the tangible results of the action, i.e. the wages and 
working conditions resulting from the negotiations, and largely have found 
that it could not be regarded a success from the standpoint of labor, others 
may have emphasized the forms of international trade union cooperation 
developed during the offensive, and have deemed them innovative and 
promising. However, the stark differences between the conclusions may also 
reflect the fact that they were stated soon after the event and represented an 
ideological strife more than a scientific one. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that 
one event has been the subject of such incompatible judgments in the 
literature.  

In the few cases where the authors state their sources, it seems they have 
built their argumentation on rather limited source materials, where daily and 
financial newspapers are strongly overrepresented. Northrup and Rowan, 
moreover, who must be credited for the best source citation within this group 
of researchers, are however guilty of poor criticism of their sources. While 
statements made by Charles Levinson are treated with sound, and sometimes 
rigid, skepticism, “the factual records,” i.e. the statements by the employer 
representatives, are cited uncritically and with no reflection on their reliability.  

Although Northrup and Rowan’s contribution to the research into this 
offensive has many merits—they note, among other things, the unfortunate 
circumstance that previous writers to a very large extent rely on the testimony 
of the union coalition’s leaders and that they have not heard the employer’s 
party in the event—there are strong reasons to doubt Northrup and Rowan’s 
alternative, and very demeaning, picture of the event. There is reason to 
believe that the results of their investigation are crafted in order to fit within a 
larger research project aimed at showing that transnational collective 
bargaining has in fact never materialized. In 1979, they published a book of 
580 pages, investigating a large number of cases of purported transnational 
collective bargaining attempts in several industrial branches—and not one of 
these cases was successful for labor, according to Northrup and Rowan. There 
is also reason to believe that Northrup and Rowan had political antipathies 
toward international labor, and had an interest in producing a particular kind 
of result. Reportedly, Levinson refused Northrup and Rowan an interview 
since he distrusted their intentions. The state of the research on this 
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symbolically important event in postwar social and labor history is thus both 
inadequate and flawed.  

Research Questions 
The review above of the previous research has demonstrated a number of 
unanswered questions about the transnational trade union offensive against 
Saint-Gobain in 1969 and thereby indicated what this study should focus on. 
To begin with, it is unsatisfactory that the previous research offers such vague 
and sometimes contradictory answers to what the actual result was from the 
action in terms of wages, working conditions and employment. This is the 
issue that has been the main focus for much of the research to date on the 
transnational trade union actions in the 1960s and 1970s, including the action 
against Saint-Gobain. It is worth trying to establish what the results actually 
were (if possible).  

Second, the previous research demonstrates that the existing knowledge 
with regard to the operations of the World Councils is very limited. And no 
one can really answer why these World Councils did not evolve into more 
permanent institutions or why they did not meet the high expectations placed 
on them—other than by reference to social, economic, and political differences 
between countries in general. A certain amount of attention, therefore, will be 
paid to the formation of the Saint-Gobain World Council and its work. 

Research has, thirdly, pointed out that American trade union interests were 
very influential, if not dominant, in the transnational actions and strategies in 
the 1960s and 1970s. This American dominance has largely been overlooked 
in the earlier considerations of the action against Saint-Gobain. The 
American side of the conflict should therefore be given special attention in 
this study and may be expected to give a more detailed picture of what the 
campaign against Saint-Gobain was really about. In doing so, it should be 
instructive to study Charles Levinson’s role in the action, and his importance 
to the American trade union’s choice between national protectionism and 
trade union internationalism.  

Fourth, no one has directly asked the question how the transnational trade 
union actions in general, and the campaign against Saint-Gobain in particular, 
was implemented vertically, i.e. how the union local chapters, and to some 
extent the national leadership, was integrated with an international trade 
union coalition in a transnational action. Given the focus on the American 
side of the conflict, as noted above, consideration shall be given the integration 
of the United States trade union locals with the international trade union 
coalition. This is particularly workable and useful since these locals were the 
only ones that actually went out on strike in connection to the international 
offensive.  
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Fifth, finally, the previous research has placed great emphasis on discussing 
and explaining the concrete historical actors involved in the events. Very little 
interest has been shown in matters of a more structural and social nature. We 
need, therefore, to have a look at the structural conditions and causes for the 
action too.  

This amounts to the following five specific research questions: 
 
1. What was the outcome of the action with regard to wages, working 

conditions and employment, particularly for the American workers? 
2. How did the World Council operate? Why did it not develop into a 

more lasting institution?  
3. How was the American trade union locals integrated with the 

international coalition and the transnational action against Saint-
Gobain? Was the action implemented top-down or bottom-up? How 
was the action conceived at the various organizational levels?  

4. How did the American trade union deal with the choice between 
national protectionism and trade union internationalism? What role 
did Charles Levinson play in this regard, given his history within the 
IMF and as a developer of transnational strategies in the American 
automotive industry in the 1950s?  

5. What structural conditions in the United States flat glass industry 
contributed to the international action by the American trade union, 
and what larger context or contexts did the conflict take place within?  

Theory: Understanding Labor Conflicts and 
International Trade Union Actions 
Now that a number of practical questions and issues have been formulated, 
some concepts, phenomena, and processes have also emerged, which require a 
theoretical discussion and determination. These include in particular strikes 
and transnational trade union actions, but also to some extent multinational 
corporations, trade unions and class relations. The objective in this section, 
therefore, is to discuss these concepts theoretically and establish a basic 
understanding of them. Finally, some preliminary assumptions about the 
transnational trade union action against Saint-Gobain in 1969 are made more 
specifically. The intention is not to formulate directly testable hypotheses, but 
rather to make some educated guesses with which the empirical results can be 
compared and interpreted.  

According to sociologist Erik Olin Wright, explanations of conflicts always 
require at least two elements: an account of the opposing interests at stake in 
the conflict and an account of the capacity of the actors to pursue those 
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interests.70 This wisdom applies to transnational labor actions as well and 
serves as a general point of departure in this study. Another basic assumption, 
moreover, is that human action is shaped in the interplay between social 
structures and conscious individual intentions—between structure and agency. 
A one-sided emphasis on one of these aspects will inevitably miss something 
essential. While an analysis of actors’ intentions and motivations primarily 
involves responsiveness to the actors’ voices and narratives, an analysis of 
structure involves an identification of factors that are beyond the immediately 
observable testimonies. In the latter case, therefore, some guidelines are 
necessary to help us focus on the relevant aspects. The guidelines used in this 
study are retrieved from the historical materialist tradition and substantial 
importance is attributed to the category of class. Material conditions are 
fundamental to human existence and class is particularly topical in labor 
market conflicts, i.e. conflicts between buyers and sellers of labor. It would, in 
fact, be impossible to ignore this category in the present context.  

Class, Class Location, and Exploitation 
The conflicting interests on the labor market can most easily be summarized 
by a concept central to the historical materialist social analysis: exploitation. 
The concept of exploitation has strong ideological connotations, but is used 
here primarily as an economic concept which denotes the appropriation of 
surplus value from workers’ labor by capitalists. Because of the unequal power 
relationship, capitalists are capable to force workers to produce more than 
what they are paid for. The surplus is retained by the capitalists as profit. The 
conflict of interests, therefore, revolves around the conditions of the 
transaction between labor and capital: the cost of labor and the amount of 
work to be performed.71  

The Marxist class concept centered on exploitation is also critical in 
understanding the capacity of the workers to resist and engage in overt conflict 
with the opposite class. As Wright emphasizes, capitalists are dependent on 
workers in order to realize profit.72 This gives workers an inherent capacity to 
resist. Exploitation, therefore, provides a basic understanding of both the 
conflictual interests and the capacities of the parties to pursue those interests. 

In reality, however, not all people fit easily within the simple two-class 
model of workers and capitalists. Also within individual companies, the two-
class model provides theoretical tools that often are too imprecise. In remedy 
of this deficiency, Wright has introduced the concept of “class location” in 
order to refine the Marxist class analysis. The concept of class location 
observes two other criteria part from the relation to the means of production 
that are taken from Weberian thinking. The first is authority. Authority 
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concerns the degree to which someone exercises capitalist class authority 
within production. This criterion enables a differentiation between managers, 
supervisors, and non-management workers even though none of them own 
any of the means of production. The second criterion is possession of scarce skills. 
This criterion enables a differentiation between expert, skilled, and non-skilled 
workers. 

The concept of class location, moreover, provides an opportunity to 
understand more precisely the particular interests, and capacities to pursue 
those interests, of particular workers or groups of workers. The matrix of class 
locations that thus exists can be viewed as a map of the degree of inherent 
antagonism of material interests of people located in different places in the 
structure: locations relatively close to each other will have relatively 
overlapping material interests whereas more distant locations will have more 
antagonistic interests. It can also provide important clues as to the capacity of 
the actors to pursue their class interests, given that both authority and skill is 
positively related to such capacity.73 

According to the historical materialist conception of history, moreover, the 
mechanism by which a number of workers sharing the same or similar class 
locations come to act collectively and simultaneously toward the same end 
amounts to what is called class consciousness. Because of the process of 
proletarianization by which workers’ conditions of life and work converge, the 
interests of workers also converge and the workers are increasingly becoming 
more informed about this community of interest. It is a process that has been 
described as the working class “in itself” moving towards the working class “for 
itself.” This influences the workers to unite and co-ordinate in resistance to 
their own exploitation by the bourgeoisie.74 

As described above, the historical materialist framework (complemented by 
the concept of class location) provides a basic understanding of active conflict 
on the labor market. This is not, however, a completely satisfactory theoretical 
basis for approaching the transnational trade union offensive against Saint-
Gobain in 1969. It cannot explain why this was a separate conflict in time and 
space with a clear beginning and a clear end. In fact, it is difficult to explain 
why the open conflicts on the labor market are not more numerous and do not 
last longer if class interests are essentially antagonistic and exploitation gives 
workers an inherent capacity for resistance. There is a need, in other words, 
for a theory of what structures the conflicts on the labor market. Second, the 
framework does not offer any enlightenment with regard to the transnational 
dimension of the action, or rather why the action was not even more 
transnational given that class is a fundamental factor. 
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To deal with these challenges, and to affirm the basic assumption that 
human action is shaped in the interplay between structure and actor, the 
historical materialist framework is complemented in this study with some 
theories that assume that workers and labor organizations are rational actors. 
An alternative solution could have been to seek answers in the concept of 
“hegemony” and argue that workers and their organizations are subjects of a 
capitalist unitary culture. But in addition to depriving the workers of their 
participation and agency in history, it does not seem very workable to show 
how open conflicts in the labor market are structured, especially in individual 
cases like this, from the starting point of hegemony.75  

To understand the structuring of overt conflict, sociologist Walter Korpi’s 
power difference model is used, but only after some modification by Erik Olin 
Wright’s theory of the positive class compromise. The transnational dimension is 
approached from two angles. First, to understand the significance of the 
multinational corporations and the economic globalization, Wright’s theory of 
the impact of globalization on the positive class compromise is used. In 
addition, a separate theory about the importance of globalization for the 
unions’ capacity to strike, building on political scientists George Tsebelis and 
Peter Lange’s game theoretic strike theory, is elaborated. Second, to 
understand the transnational trade union action (or lack thereof), John Logue’s 
theory of trade union internationalism is used. In the following two sections, 
these theories are introduced in further detail. 

The Structuring of Overt Conflict on the Labor Market 
Among the theories attempting to explain the structuring of conflicts on the 
labor market, Walter Korpi has identified two principal lines—one 
emphasizing subjective factors such as the aspirations and possible grievances 
of the parties, and one emphasizing external factors determining the actual, 
physical limits for the parties to achieve a better deal, namely their power 
resources such as their internal organizational cohesion, among others. 
Criticizing a one-sided adherence to any of these approaches in the study of 
strikes, Korpi elaborates a theoretical model combining these approaches. The 
power difference model offers an explanation of the occurrence of overt 
conflict in negotiations between two parties who are trying to determine the 
conditions in a transaction between them. In contrast to the previous theories, 
Korpi’s model predicts a curvilinear relationship between strikes and labor’s 
relative strength in the power difference between the parties.76 (Figure 1.) 
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Figure 1. The relation between strike probability and the relative strength of labor. 

 

 
 
By definition, overt conflict will only occur when both parties resort to 
offensive conflict strategies simultaneously. If one party always turns the other 
cheek, even if the second party mobilizes its power resources, there is no 
conflict. Therefore, the probability of overt conflict is a multiplicand of the 
probabilities that party A and party B will mobilize their power resources. In 
situations of marked differences in the distribution of power resources, the 
stronger party is very likely to adopt an offensive conflict strategy whereas the 
weaker party is very unlikely to do so. The reason is that the weaker party 
perceives its chances of success to be very small, recognizes great costs of 
achieving its goal, and has low aspirations. In these situations, therefore, overt 
conflicts are rare. Overt conflict is most likely to erupt when the actual 
distribution of power resources is fairly even. In those situations, the 
probability of both parties simultaneously adopting offensive conflict strategies 
will be the greatest. 

The only exception to this rule, according to Korpi, is when the power 
resources are so evenly distributed that the parties enter into a kind of 
stalemate or “terror balance.” In that case, the probability of overt conflict will 
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decrease. This is illustrated by the small dip in the middle of the curve.77 
(Figure 1.) 

Depending on the point of departure, changes in the distribution of power 
resources between the parties (movements along the x-axis in Figure 1) will 
affect strike probability differently. First, if the distribution of power resources 
becomes more inequitable (movements from the center of the x-axis toward 
the left or the right end), the probability of overt conflict will decrease. The 
probability that the stronger party will mobilize its power resources increases, 
while at the same time the probability that the weaker party will mobilize its 
power resources decreases. This will produce a reduced probability of overt 
conflict. Second, if the distribution of power resources becomes more 
equitable (movements from the right or left end of the x-axis toward the 
center) the probability of overt conflict increases (with the exception of the 
center stalemate). The probability that the stronger party will mobilize its 
power resources will decrease, while at the same time the probability that the 
weaker party will mobilize its power resources will increase. This will produce 
an increased probability of conflict.  

The factors that determine each party’s conflict strategy (whether to 
mobilize the power resources at hand or not) are the party’s expectation of 
success in a trial of strength and its utility of achieving its level of demand. 
Both of these factors are ultimately determined by the power difference 
between the parties.78  

The transaction between two parties can be described by an “exchange 
rate,” determining the trade-off for each party, usually a certain amount of pay 
for a certain amount or quality of labor or production. According to Korpi, the 
exchange rate is primarily determined through negotiations between the 
parties. Based on the perceived power difference between the parties and on 
prior contracts, the parties take up a certain level of demand in these 
negotiations. If the negotiations cannot move the exchange rate close enough 
to the parties’ levels of demand, the transaction can still continue provided that 
the parties have no better options. But the transaction can also stop or overt 
conflict may erupt. If overt conflict does erupt, it may be understood as an 
attempt by the parties to affect the exchange rate to their own advantage. The 
resulting exchange rate will be a direct consequence of the distribution of 
power resources between the parties.79  

However, there is also a subjective side to the model. The actual 
distribution of power resources between the parties is thought to determine, 
more or less accurately, the perceived distribution by the parties. There is some 
scope for misperception, but on the whole, the parties will perceive the 
distribution of power resources accurately. If party A’s power resources are 
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actually greater than party B’s, then party A is also generally thought to 
perceive its power resources to be greater. 
 

Figure 2. Causal relationship between main variables assumed to affect the probability of 

mobilization of actor A in a situation of potential conflict with actor B. 

 

 

Source: Figure adapted from Walter Korpi, The Working Class in Welfare 
Capitalism: Work, Unions and Politics in Sweden, London 1978, p. 37. 
 
Now, if party A in fact perceives its power resources to be greater than those 
of party B, three particular consequences will ensue, all increasing the 
probability that party A will adopt an offensive conflict strategy (mobilize its 
power resources). This assumption is based on the premise that the parties are 
rational actors.80 First, party A’s expectation of success in a trial of strength 
will increase. Second, the cost that party A associates with realizing its level of 
demand will decrease. This, in turn will increase the utility for party A of 
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realizing its level of demand. Third, party A’s level of demand will increase. 
This will have the effect of increasing party A’s “relative deprivation,” meaning 
the difference between its level of demand and what it gets at the current 
exchange rate. This, in turn, will increase the utility for party A of realizing its 
level of demand. (Figure 2.) 

The obvious advantage of Korpi’s power difference model to other theories 
is that it incorporates both objective and subjective factors in a projection of 
overt conflict. Just like Korpi argues, it is equally unreasonable to disregard the 
parties’ consciousness and aspirations in theories that seeks to explain social 
conflicts, as it is to disregard their factual abilities to achieve changes that is 
determined by their access to power resources.81 Historian Christer 
Thörnqvist criticizes Korpi’s power difference model on the grounds that most 
strikes are short, wildcat, and considerably tied to wage negotiations, implying 
that the kind of rational calculation that the model presupposes does not 
determine the strike behavior of unorganized groups of workers. Unorganized 
workers do not seem to have the power resources to successfully implement 
their demands by walking off the job and Korpi’s model, therefore, does not 
seem to be able to explain their behavior.82 While the notion that strikes in the 
context of wage negotiations cannot have anything to do with rational 
calculation is logically unfounded, this weakness emphasized by Thörnqvist 
actually amounts to a strength in the case of the labor dispute in Saint-Gobain 
in 1969, since it involved highly organized workers. As Thörnqvist adds, as a 
matter of fact, the model is probably usable with regard to legal strikes, 
sanctioned by trade unions. Korpi’s model, therefore, is a practical point of 
departure. 

In a later publication, Korpi and Michael Shalev refine the theory with 
regard to the effect of increases in labor’s relative power. As the organizational 
level of the working class increases, so does its access to political power 
resources. This is especially true when the channel opens to the government by 
the electoral success of the social democratic party. In this situation, the 
character of the relationship between the two sides changes. Collaboration is 
perceived as favorable in the view of the working class because the policy tools 
that are now in its hands will allow it to redistribute the fruits of its labor more 
to its own advantage. Such intervention requires, however, some concessions 
to the employers to be implemented. The conflict strategies of both the 
workers and the employers may be expected to be affected by the workers’ 
access to political alternatives to strikes.83 

                                                        
81 Korpi 1978, pp. 32-33.  
82 Thörnqvist, Christer, Arbetarna lämnar fabriken: strejkrörelser i Sverige under efterkrigstiden, deras 
bakgrund, förlopp och följder (The Workers Leave the Factory: Strike Movements in Sweden during the 
Postwar Period, Their Background, Course, and Consequences), Göteborg 1994, p. 73. 
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Erik Olin Wright has made a convincing critique of one of the 
assumptions underlying Korpi’s model which continues this refinement by 
Korpi and Shalev and explores its implications more thoroughly. As long as 
the model is applied to actors in a well-defined and isolated economy, such as 
the nation-state, this critique really has no practical significance to strike 
projection. The prediction of the likelihood of open conflict remains the same. 
But when economic globalization and increased international competition is 
included in the equation, Wright’s critique means that the prediction will 
change in one very important aspect. Before the significance of globalization 
and international competition is considered, however, Wright’s critique should 
be introduced in detail.  

 

Figure 3. Conventional view of the relationship between working-class strength and 

capitalist-class interests. 

 

Source: Figure elaborated by Erik Olin Wright in “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class 

Interests, and Class Compromise,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105, No. 4 (Jan., 

2000), p. 959. 

 
According to Korpi, when the power difference changes to the benefit of the 
working class, the exchange rate deteriorates in the eyes of the capitalist, 
which is to say that his or her material interest is being compromised. 
According to Wright, both neoclassical economists and traditional Marxists 
have assumed this inverse relationship between the power of the working class 
and the material interest of capitalists. (Figure 3.) Increases in working-class 
power are generally assumed to negatively affect the material interest of 
capitalists, and vice versa.84 Wright refers to this as the illusive or negative class 
compromise: in the illusive class compromise, working-class agreements with 
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capitalists are essentially capitulations on the part of labor, and in the negative 
class compromise, class agreements are essentially a stalemate between two 
conflicting parties.85 

In contrast to this conventional assumption about the relation between 
capitalists’ interest and working-class power, Wright introduces the concept of 
the positive class compromise. This notion implies that the relation between 
workers and capitalists is not entirely a zero-sum game, but “a game in which 
both parties can improve their position through various forms of active, 
mutual cooperation.”86 The logic behind the idea of a positive class compro-
mise is that increases in working-class associational strength have the potential 
to benefit capitalist-class interests. Initially, when working-class power 
increases from low levels, capitalist-class interests are being compromised. The 
employers’ ability to make decisions unilaterally concerning production and 
profits is questioned. However, after a certain threshold, increasing working-
class power begins to have a positive effect on the interests of capitalists. A 
strong labor movement provides for a stable and predictable labor market and 
solves problems of collective action within the capitalist class. Consumer 
demand is a typical example. Capitalists want to pay their employees the 
lowest possible wages, but they want other capitalists to pay their employees 
the highest wages possible in order to generate adequate consumer demand for 
their products. Working-class associational strength can prevent individual 
companies from defecting from the cooperative solution to this dilemma. 
Increased job security, moreover, increases the workers’ time horizons for their 
jobs and along with this their sense that their future welfare is closely linked to 
the welfare of the company. This provides for greater loyalty and 
cooperativeness of workers which, for instance, makes them friendlier to 
modernization of the production technologies. As bargained co-operation is 
enhanced and job training is trimmed, moreover, productivity and profit 
improve. “The intensity in the class struggle,” Wright argues, “is not simply a 
function of the relative balance of power of different classes, but also of the 
intensity of the threat posed to dominant interests by subordinate-class 
power.”87  

This provides, just like Korpi’s power difference model, for a curvilinear 
relationship between working-class strength and capitalist-class interest. 
(Figure 1.) After a certain threshold, the positive effect of increasing working-
class power begins to have a stronger impact on capitalist-class interests than 
the negative effect, and the curve changes direction from downward to upward 
sloping. The first and downward sloping part of the curve represents the ways 
in which increasing working-class power undermines the capacity of capitalists 
to unilaterally make decisions and control resources. The second and upward 
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sloping part of the curve represents the ways in which increasing working-class 
power help capitalists to solve certain kinds of collective action and 
coordination problems.88  

 

Figure 4. The relationship between interests of capitalists and associational strength of 

workers, according to Erik Olin Wright. 

 

Source: Figure elaborated by Erik Olin Wright in “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class 

Interests, and Class Compromise,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105, No. 4 (Jan. 

2000), p. 978. 

 
Therefore, considering the fact that the employer’s material welfare is not only 
determined at the bargaining table (but also in the marketplace, on the shop 
floor, and in politics), a shift in the distribution of power resources to the 
benefit of the working class may not always hurt capital’s material interest. 
The downward sloping part on the right-hand side of the x-axis in Korpi’s 
curvilinear model of strike propensity (Figure 1), therefore, is not only caused 
by the fact that capital increasingly has to give way to a superior employee 
party, but also by the fact that the workers’ growing strength gives employers 
tangible material benefits and the rationale for fighting back gradually 
subsides. 

Importantly, Wright’s objection to the tacit assumption embedded in 
Korpi’s power difference model—i.e. that the strength of the workers is 
inversely connected to the material interest of capitalists—only refer to the 
workers’ associational strength. Whereas there are other forms of workers’ 
strength, such as the possession of certain skills that are in high demand, it is 
only the workers’ associational strength that is considered to have the capacity 
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to benefit the employers’ material interests.89 Does this mean that Wright’s 
theory only modifies Korpi’s power difference model half-way? For one very 
important reason, the answer is no. Structural power resources such as 
authority and possession of scarce skills can only be accessed by a very limited 
number of workers. First, since practically all companies have hierarchical 
organizations, authority and decision-making prerogatives are always held by a 
few over many. Likewise, scarce skills can only accrue to a very limited amount 
of workers, or these skills would by definition not be scarce. When holders of 
scarce skills begin to grow in numbers, moreover, with very few exceptions 
they will also begin to organize in order to control the spread of their skills 
and the influx of redundant apprentices. At the same time as they organize, 
however, their associational strength growths, and this, as Wright argues, will 
sooner or later begin to have positive effects on the material interests of 
capitalists. The effect of such power resources, therefore, can only have a 
marginal effect on the material interest of capitalists. Increases in workers’ 
strength that derive from their location within the economic system, i.e. their 
structural power, does not have the capacity either to benefit or to injure 
capitalists’ material interests to any extent significant in this context.  

Economic Globalization, Multinational Corporations, and 
International Trade Union Actions 
As established above, Wright’s modification of Korpi’s model has no practical 
significance as long as it is applied to the level of conflict between two parties 
within an isolated economy; overt conflicts seem to develop in a curvilinear 
manner regardless of whether the compromise between the classes is negative 
or positive. Conflict probability remains the same. (Figure 1.) But the picture 
changes when economic globalization and increased international competition 
are considered. The reason is, according to Wright, that the conditions for the 
positive class compromise are affected by these factors. In the labor market 
and in politics, these conditions are largely undermined, i.e. the positive class 
compromise will regress into a negative or illusive class compromise. In the 
labor market, the benefits for capitalists of strong labor organizations tend to 
vanish in the process of globalization. When financial capital becomes 
increasingly mobile and markets become increasingly global, the realization of 
commodities becomes decreasingly dependent upon the purchasing power of 
the workers in the country where the production is located. The positive 
effects of strong unions on general wage restraints on a tight labor market, 
moreover, are fading because cheaper labor can be found abroad regardless. 
Globalization, therefore, is likely to reduce the basis for a positive class 
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 51

compromise in what Wright calls “the sphere of exchange.” (Figure 5.) The 
sphere of exchange represents the labor market, the commodity markets, and, 
in some situations, the financial markets.  

 

Figure 5. Hypothesized effects of globalization and increasing competition on the class 

compromise curve in the sphere of exchange. 

 

Source: Figure elaborated by Erik Olin Wright in “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class 

Interests, and Class Compromise,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105, No. 4 (Jan., 

2000), p. 997. 

Within “the sphere of politics” too, signifying “the formation and 
implementation of state policies and the administration of various kinds of 
state-enforced rules,” globalization is thought to lead to a weakened basis for a 
positive class compromise. Traditionally, a politically disciplined working class 
helped capitalists by creating conditions for extensive state spending programs 
that strengthened aggregate demand. As globalization decreases the economic 
self-government of the state, such spending programs become less beneficial 
to capitalists and decrease the capacity of states to maintain them.90 
Globalization, therefore, may provide for a reduced positive class compromise 
in the sphere of politics. (Figure 6.) 

On the shop floor, however, these conditions are potentially strengthened. 
Within “the sphere of production,” globalization may strengthen the basis for 
a positive class compromise. The benefits for capitalists of strong labor 
organizations within the labor process may grow under the influence of 
intensified international competition. The use of advanced technology may 
require “higher levels of information coordination, problem solving, and 
adaptability than in traditional mass production,” states Wright. To the extent 
that strong labor organizations promote predictability and trust between labor 
and management, the introduction of modern technology may run more 
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easily. In the sphere of production, consequently, globalization may improve 
the basis for a positive class compromise and reduce the likeliness of overt 
conflict.91 (Figure 7.) Wright notes, however, that if the nature of  the 
manufacturing technology produces “weak interdependencies among workers 
within highly atomized labor processes,” globalization and technological 
complexity may not enhance the conditions for a positive class compromise in 
the sphere of production. 92 
 

Figure 6. Hypothesized effects of globalization and increasing competition on the class 

compromise curve in the sphere of politics. 

 

 

Source: Figure elaborated by Erik Olin Wright in “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class 

Interests, and Class Compromise,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105, No. 4 (Jan., 

2000), p. 997. 

Based on Wright’s notion of the positive class compromise, therefore, it is 
possible to argue that globalization increases the probability of overt conflict in 
traditional industrial-age companies primarily served by state-mediated 
corporatism and substantial domestic demand, and decreases the probability of 
overt conflict in modern hi-tech companies more served by complex and stable 
forms of cooperation on the shop floor. (Figure 8.) The reason is that all the 
factors portrayed by Wright as affecting capital’s material interest (and not just 
the labor contract) may be thought to constitute the exchange rate between 
the parties. If labor’s ability to affect capital’s material interest by its 
associational strength is altered, then capital’s profit from the transaction is 
altered as well—i.e. the exchange rate in Korpi’s model has changed. This will 
affect the probability that capital adopts an offensive conflict strategy. If 
globalization hits an employer whose material welfare primarily is determined 
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by high capacity utilization, high aggregate demand, and productivity growth 
he will be more inclined to mobilize his power resources in negotiations. This 
will add to the probability of overt conflict. If, however, globalization hits an 
employer whose material welfare primarily is determined by efficient 
information flows within production, efficient adjustments of the labor process 
in periods of rapid technological change, effective strategies of skill formation, 
and effective involvement of workers in various forms of creative problem 
solving—i.e. if it hits an employer who is served by well-organized workers in 
the sphere of production—he will be less inclined to mobilize his power 
resources in labor negotiations. This, on the other hand, will serve to reduce 
the probability of overt conflict.  
 

Figure 7. Effect of globalization and increasing competition on the class compromise 

curve in the sphere of production. 

 

Source: Figure elaborated by Erik Olin Wright in “Working-Class Power, Capitalist-Class 

Interests, and Class Compromise,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105, No. 4 (Jan., 

2000), p. 997. 

This notion is counter to what Thörnqvist has concluded about the 
significance of workers’ associational strength to strike propensity based on a 
study of strikes in Sweden in the postwar period:  
 

During the whole postwar period, the level of organization among 
Swedish workers has been beyond comparison in the world, while, at the 
same time, no trade union rivalry has caused internal division. It is 
beyond reason that the high and yet slowly increasing level of 
organization would have affected the irregular development of strikes.93  
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But Thörnqvist does not, as a matter of fact, consider the possibility of a 
positive class compromise or the opposite effects that workers’ associational 
strength may have in the different spheres of the class relation during the 
process of economic globalization, or that firms may not be equally dependant 
on the conditions within all three spheres.  
 

Figure 8. Strike probability in corporations affected by economic globalization. 

 
With the help of Wright above, consequently, we can understand how 
globalization affects the class compromise between labor and capital in 
different types of corporations. But to understand open conflicts in 
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multinational corporations, we must also understand how economic 
globalization affects workers’ associational strength. Incompatible interests, as 
emphasized earlier, are only half the truth.  

Globalization’s impact on workers’ associational strength is a highly 
debated issue.94 Supported by George Tsebelis’ and Peter Lange’s game 
theoretic strike theory, however, it can be argued that the capacity of workers 
to pursue their interests is increased temporarily. Tsebelis and Lange ground 
their theory in economist John Hicks’ assumption that labor and capital, if 
they are rational actors, will not resort to overt conflict if they are able to 
estimate the distribution of power resources accurately. Hicks argues that 
strikes cannot occur in wage bargaining situations where the parties have 
complete information about the strength of their opponent, i.e. when the 
strengths of both are common knowledge. The reason for this is that both 
capital and labor, in a complete information environment, will make offers that 
preempt a conflict immediately so that they can engage in production without 
delay and thereby maximize their gain. Resorting to a strike or lockout would 
only reduce the net gain of both parties and be counterproductive to their 
interests. The main reason why strikes do occur, according to Hicks, is faulty 
negotiations. If there is a considerable difference of opinion between the 
employer and the union representatives on how long workers can strike, a 
deadlock may occur and a strike will follow. This follows from different 
assessments of the power difference between the parties. Adequate knowledge, 
however, always enables an agreement. Tsebelis and Lange, however, argue 
that “the uncertainty or partial information of the adversary is not only a 
source of potential sub-optimality; it can also become a resource in 
bargaining.” The most evident analogy is the bluff in poker when a player 
induces his opponents to fold by going “all in” although he has nothing of 
value in his own face-up cards. It is risky; he may lose his stake and future 
credibility, but it may also award him the whole pot. Drawing on the poker 
analogy, Tsebelis and Lange develop a model of strike behavior based on game 
theory. If the uncertainty regarding the power difference between the parties is 
sufficiently high, it provides labor with a possibility to strike a better deal.95  
Interestingly, Ronaldo Munck has noted that the criticism incurred by the 
trade unions attempting to implement transnational collective bargaining from 
various sources led to a certain credibility gap for them already in their own 
time. “It was almost as if labour leaders knew they were engaging in a game of 
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bluff with the MNCs,” states Munck, “aware that they did not have the 
strength to impose something like transnational collective bargaining.”96 

In the Tsebelis and Lange model, consequently, strikes are a function of 
the probability that labor is weak and the probability that capital makes a low 
offer. Since the probability that capital makes a low offer is directly connected 
to the probability that labor is weak, strikes will reach their peak incidence 
level when the probability that labor is weak is intermediate. If there is a high 
probability that labor is weak, the employer’s bid will be low. But since labor 
in most of those cases is in fact weak, labor will not strike. If, on the other 
hand, it is very probable that labor is strong, the employer is most likely to 
make a generous offer, avoiding a strike. But if the probability that labor is 
weak is intermediate, capital is relatively likely to make a low offer to strong 
labor or to weak labor pretending to be strong, which will result in a strike.97 
Tsebelis and Lange’s model produces the same nonlinear curve as Korpi’s 
model, but for different reasons. (Figure 1.) 

By introducing Tsebelis and Lange’s strategic bargaining thesis, it is 
possible to argue that globalization will serve to increase the probability of 
overt conflict. The reason is that globalization is most likely to make the 
associational strength of the labor movement increasingly indistinct, i.e. more 
difficult to assess. This is particularly true in multinational corporations which 
employ workers in several different countries. The unity between workers in 
different subsidiaries must be more difficult to estimate for the employer than 
the unity between workers in different departments of the same company—let 
alone between workers in the same department. This increased obscurity of 
labor’s associational strength in the process of globalization tends to 
complicate the “information environment” with regard to the power 
difference, thereby improving labor’s resources in bargaining. And as Korpi’s 
model suggests, labor will be more offensive in bargaining when its power 
resources grow. This will add to the probability of conflict. When the 
associational strength of the workers has come clean a few times, however, this 
resource will be exhausted because the actual strength of the workers’ 
association has then become common knowledge. Hence the temporary nature 
of their increased capacity to pursue their interests during globalization. This 
may provide some insight into the short-lived nature of the World Councils 
established in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Finally, we must address the issue of transnational labor action. As 
mentioned above, some guidance is obtained from historian John Logue’s 
theory about trade union internationalism in this issue. First and foremost, 
Logue argues that trade union action at the international level is essentially the 
same as trade union action at the national level. The primary grounds for 
initiating international activities are identical with the grounds for extending 
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trade union organization nationally: “to protect the organized workers against 
competition from low wage, unorganized workers elsewhere.”98 This is the 
fundamental purpose of trade unions organized according to occupational or 
industrial structures and it permeates their national as well as international 
activities, states Logue. As the class consciousness is spreading internationally, 
the working class members are increasingly organizing themselves on an 
international basis and speaking with one voice across national boundaries. 
This is, consequently, no stranger than working class formation across 
geographical boundaries within individual nations.  

Logue’s basic assumption with regard to the occurrence of international 
trade union activities refers to the capacity of the trade unions to satisfy their 
members’ interests nationally: the more potent a trade union is on the national 
level, the less likely it will be to pursue international strategies.99 This 
assumption is based on the notion that trade unions are democratic and 
autonomous organizations, pursuing the short-term economic interest of their 
members. The democratic quality of the trade union means that the leadership 
of a trade union is responsible before the membership for its activities and may 
be replaced by a majority vote. The autonomous quality means that the trade 
union acts independently of external decision makers, such as states or political 
parties.100  

According to Logue, moreover, the assumption that trade unions will 
pursue the economic interests of their members primarily implies that material 
interests are more fundamental than ideological interests, not that the trade 
union movement is void of idealism altogether.101 The word “economic,” 
furthermore, refers not least to a kind of “action economy,” emphasizing the 
fact that a particular course of action will be chosen when the rewards of this 
action with regard to its members’ interests exceed the costs, and when the 
difference between costs and rewards is greater than that of other courses of 
action to the same end.102 This applies to economic as well as political and 
other interests.  

Logue argues, moreover, that workers have a foreshortened time 
perspective compared with that of the employers. Workers’ material needs are 
more pressing and deferred benefits may never be enjoyed at all since inflation, 
tax increases, or arbitrary actions by employers threaten to eliminate them in 
advance.103 This will make their interest relatively short-termed. When trade 
unions are democratic, autonomous organizations, this will influence their 
preoccupation. 
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On the grounds of the short-term economic self-interest postulated above, 
it is reasonable to assume that trade unions will normally prefer national 
actions to international ones. The outcome of national actions is easier to 
estimate in advance than the outcome of international actions. Second, 
national action will pay off faster than international action. Third, a relative 
advantage of national action compared to international action stems from the 
intrinsic problem of collective action. On the international level, it is more 
difficult to resort to coercive sanction than on the national level, making 
collective action more difficult to achieve. Therefore, the greater the trade 
union’s degree of control over its national environment, the less likely it is to 
undertake international activity to achieve its members’ interests. It is, 
consequently, trade unions with limited strength nationally that are most likely 
to be internationalistic.104  

Logue is also alive to the possibility that international trade union actions 
may be the product of institutional inertia and cultural transmission, reflecting 
the material conditions of earlier periods. International activities, initially 
commenced with material goals, may over time produce permanent 
institutions that remain even though the economic or material incentives for 
such activities have vanished. These institutions may continue to initiate 
international trade union activities simply by the momentum and 
infrastructure that they have accumulated. As remnants of material incentives, 
moreover, these institutions may in turn give rise to feelings of international 
solidarity among those who populate them. These feelings of international 
solidarity may also produce international trade union activities independently 
of both material motives and of the institutions that created the feelings in the 
first place. “To those who feel a sense of identification with their fellows in 
other countries, international activity has positive connotations irrespective of 
its material results,” states Logue. The lack of immediate economic or material 
incentives, therefore, may not preclude international trade union activity 
altogether.105 

By introducing Logue’s notion of labor’s rational selection between 
national and international action, moreover, it is possible to argue that 
globalization produces a curvilinear probability of international labor actions. 
The reason is that globalization, in particular foreign direct investment (FDI), 
may be construed, not as increased rootlessness of financial capital, but as a 
mobility with a distinct spatial direction—a well-defined relocation process. 
Logue himself belongs to the group of researchers who argue that 
globalization produces a general deterioration of the trade union movement 
nationally. Therefore, he expects the probability of international labor action 
to increase along with the spread of multinational corporations.106 According 
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to sociologist Beverly Silver, however, this conclusion is unwarranted. Silver 
argues that the development of capitalism can in part be described in terms of 
shifting spatial “fixes.” The “spatial fix” determines its geographical center of 
growth.107  

 

Figure 9. The effects of capital’s relocation process to labor’s strength as construed by 

Beverly Silver. 

 

 
In contrast to conventional assumptions regarding the effects of globalization 
on labor, Silver argues that labor has only been weakened in the locations from 
which productive capital has moved. In the favored new sites of investment, 
new and strong labor movements have emerged. If the priority given to 
international action is a function of the probability that labor has little control 
over its national environment, then the probability of international labor 
action is a multiplicand of the probabilities that labor in location A and B is 
weak on the national level. This will cause international labor action to peak in 
the middle of capital’s relocation process, after “old” labor has lost most of its 
power nationally but before “new” labor has gained sufficient foothold abroad. 
At the beginning of the process, it will still be more rational for “old” labor to 
achieve its members’ goals by national action, and at the end of the process it 
will already be more rational for “new” labor to achieve its members’ interests 
by national action. In the middle of the process, however, both “old” and 
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“new” labor will be sufficiently weak nationally to consider international action 
the more rational choice. This produces a curvilinear relationship. (Figure 10.) 
 

Figure 10. The probability of trade union internationalism. 

 

Some Preliminary Assumptions about the International Trade 
Union Action against Saint-Gobain in 1969 
In light of the theoretical analysis made above, there is now an opportunity to 
speculate briefly in the history of the conflict at Saint-Gobain in 1969.  

With regard to the opposing interests that may have occasioned the 
conflict, first, it can be assumed, based on the concept of class, that a 
fundamental conflict of interests existed in terms of the labor contract, i.e. the 
amount of work to be performed and the price for that work. If the parties can 
be associated with class locations that are relatively far apart, moreover, i.e. if 
the striking workers had neither authority in the labor process nor rare and 
sought-after skills, this would provide additional support for this assumption. 

Since we are dealing with a conflict that is clearly identifiable with a 
marked wave of transnational actions and attempts of transnational collective 
bargaining, it is possible that this conflict was the result of an increased 
intensity in the fundamental contradiction of interests that had a specific 
historical embedment. Because of economic globalization and the emergence of 
multinational corporations in the 1960s, it can, with the support of Wright, be 
assumed that the class compromise in the countries involved, in particular in 
the United States, switched from a positive to a more negative one. This 
would have meant that the parties’ notions of the labor contract became 
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increasingly incompatible. In particular, it would probably have been Saint-
Gobain’s approach to the transaction that changed. Since economic 
globalization makes national redistributive measures less significant and the 
state’s ability to protect its own economy weaker, and the conditions for the 
positive class compromise weaker, wage increases could no longer promote 
enhanced turnover. This probably resulted in a more restrictive wage policy. 
Saint-Gobain, and other employers in the flat glass industry, may have 
abandoned the cooperative solution to the need for a strong demand, namely 
joint wage increases, because glassworkers’ organizations lost the ability to 
prevent free-riders and the economy’s growing connection with other 
economies meant that wage increases could no longer have the same positive 
effect on market demand of flat glass. Instead, Saint-Gobain opted to pursue 
its material interest by cutting down on the cost side, in particular on wages.  
 

Figure 11. The spatial fixes of the automobile industry, 1900–2000. 

 

 
There is reason to believe that many employers in the American flat glass 
industry approached this strategy by moving production abroad, in particular 
to Western Europe. Part from the fact that wages were considerably lower in 
Western Europe, it seems that the automobile industry provided a key 
incentive for such a move. According to sociologist Beverly Silver, automobiles 
were capitalism’s quintessential product in the twentieth century. Between 
1910 and 1950, the auto industry’s center of growth was the United States. 
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Upon a labor resurgence at the end of the 1960s, however, the automobile 
manufacturers started to implement international relocation. In the 1950s and 
1960s, therefore, the center of growth in the automobile industry shifted to 
Western Europe. In the 1950s, production of automobiles in Western Europe 
increased fivefold, and in the 1960s it doubled.108  

In the 1970s and 1980s, the automotive industry started to relocate once 
again. This time it moved to South America, particularly to Brazil, to South 
Africa, and East Asia.109 (Figure 11.) 

When the automobile industry relocated to Western Europe, it had 
implications for other branches as well. As Trevor Bain has emphasized, the 
automobile industry demanded close and trustworthy relationships with their 
suppliers, preferring to buy for instance window panes from nearby 
suppliers.110 The automotive industry’s relocation to Western Europe implied, 
in other words, a relocation of the flat glass industry too.  

The American glassworkers, on the other hand, who had become 
accustomed to a steady wage growth during the early postwar decades, were 
naturally more hesitant to re-evaluate its approach to the labor contract in the 
same direction. The result was a heightened conflict of interests on class basis.  

A basic assumption of this study, moreover, is that open conflicts are not 
only caused by incompatible interests, but by incompatible interests combined 
with the power resources to try to achieve those interests by the parties. 
Therefore, it is also interesting to make some assumptions about Saint-
Gobain’s and the flat glass workers’ power resources and their developments. 
In the case of the employer’s power resources, it can generally be assumed that 
these resources grew along with the establishment of new factories in more 
countries. This heightened the capacity of the company to whipsaw workers 
against each other. But the most important development in this context, 
presumably, was that the benefits of mobilizing the existing resources 
increased. If the class compromise changed from a positive one to a negative, 
it can also be assumed that the company found it increasingly difficult to 
maintain the same level of revenues. This increased, with Walter Korpi’s 
words, capital’s relative deprivation, i.e. the difference between capital’s profit 
claims and its actual profits. This made it more rational to adopt an aggressive 
conflict strategy toward the employees.  

For the flat glass workers, on the other hand, the regression of the class 
compromise meant that several opportunities were lost to pursue their own 
material interests at home through various cooperative arrangements, some 
with state involvement. With support from John Logue, it can be assumed 
that that the benefits of international operations increased in relative terms. 
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The international trade union coalition and its offensive against Saint-Gobain 
may have occurred at a time when the flat glass industry’s growth center was 
about to move from the United States to Western Europe, partly as a result of 
the same development in the automobile industry, and the American trade 
unions concerned found it too difficult to negotiate successfully with the flat 
glass companies on the domestic level. 

Meanwhile, flat glass workers and their organizations won a strategic 
advantage in the context of globalization and the ensuing internationalization 
of the class relations in the company: it became increasingly difficult to assess 
organized labor’s associational strength for its opponents and claims of 
international coordination, substantiated or not, gained increased capacity to 
put pressure on multinational employers. The growing complexity of 
relationships within international labor, moreover, not least caused by a 
number of affiliations and disaffiliations between its various branches in the 
late 1960s, served to obscure the internal unity of the labor force even further. 
Labor’s media impact in this case may have been deliberately designed and 
pursued in order to exploit capital’s deficient knowledge of labor’s actual 
associational strength and impress upon the employer the idea that the 
glassworkers were well-organized and highly coordinated internationally. The 
reason why the Saint-Gobain World Council did not evolve into a lasting 
institution, moreover, may be in part that this notion was to a large extent a 
false front. Ultimately, when the employers’ knowledge caught up with reality, 
the World Council was deflated. 

Method, Materials, and Structure of the 
Investigation 
This study consists of three empirical sections. These sections are designed 
taking into account both the specific research questions that have been 
articulated above as well as the theoretical perspectives. This means that the 
different departments below may give priority to certain questions, but if 
possible, draw conclusions that correspond to all the issues.  

The first section deals with the conflict itself and explores this and the 
transnational action in more detail. The parties are introduced and the action’s 
prehistory, course of events, and aftermath are reconstructed. This department 
has a rather descriptive nature and is designed in part to define and delimit the 
object to be explained in this thesis. However, this section is also designed to 
address certain research questions, namely the tangible results of the action, 
the work of the Saint-Gobain World Council, and the vertical 
implementation of the transnational action.  

Maurice Hamon’s history of Saint-Gobain has been useful in the historical 
overview of the company and its development as a multinational company. In 
addition, certain articles, both scientific and journalistic, have come in handy. 
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With the same purpose, American Saint Gobain Corporation’s financial 
statements have been used. Some local histories have also been consulted on 
the establishment and development of Saint-Gobain’s United States 
operations. Likewise, the ICF’s anniversary history, published upon its 80th 
anniversary, has been consulted regarding the federation’s historical 
development. A number of unpublished conference materials have also been 
studied to this end. Historian Frederick Barkey’s study of the migration of 
Belgian glass workers to West Virginia’s glass industry has provided much 
useful information about the historical development of the ICF’s United 
States affiliate in the glass industry, the UGCW. A number of scientific 
articles have also been consulted in this context.  

When it comes to the progression of the conflict and the transnational 
action, journalistic material from numerous countries has been studied, i.e. 
news articles concerning the World Council of Saint-Gobain and the progress 
of the negotiations. Most of the articles have been studied in the United 
Autoworkers’ archive at the Walter Reuther Library of Labor and Urban 
Affairs in Detroit. In the case of the press cuttings in the archives of the 
United Autoworkers, which Levinson submitted, one must be wary of a 
certain tendency. There is certainly a great risk that Levinson, who was very 
much a party in the conflict, sent only those cuttings that highlighted the facts 
that supported his cause. One should therefore be vigilant when using this 
material as a source for a reconstruction of the conflict.  

Some local press material is used, primarily from the newspapers Jeannette 
News Dispatch and Allegheny Valley News, on the month-long strike at the 
ASG in May 1969. Local news stories are available at local libraries and 
archives close to the communities where the strike took place. The local press 
material should be a relatively important source material. It was not written by 
any of the parties in the conflict, and it has not been taken from any of the 
archives of the parties. The local press material has provided information 
regarding events during the contract negotiations, the development of the 
strike action and a series of events during these negotiations, as well as 
statements of both the local trade union officials and plant managers at the 
affected plants. 

The ICF’s documents concerning the offensive, which in most cases were 
written by Charles Levinson, have been studied as well. Circular letters issued 
by the ICF and the Italian affiliate UILCID have also been studied. A 
number of letters and telegrams from the company have also served as a source 
material in this analysis.  

The aftermath of the conflict has been investigated by trying to reconstruct 
relevant aspects of the parties’ subsequent development in the years 
immediately after the conflict. The criteria for relevant aspects in this context 
are that these aspects should concern organizational change, geographic 
location, economic performance and/or social relationships. The primary 
sources worked with in this section are to a large extent the same sources that 
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have been introduced above. These are the correspondences between the 
company’s leading persons and between the UGCW’s and the League’s 
leaders, The Glass Workers News, and ICF materials. A local newspaper, the 
Johnson City Press, has also provided important information, particularly 
regarding the development in the company after the strike.  

True, the lifespan of the World Council has a lot to do with the results it 
was able to achieve, but it also has to do with how the council was organized 
and what engagement it was built on at the different levels of the trade union 
structure. How the Saint-Gobain World Council was constituted is an issue 
that has been approached by studying the circumstances surrounding the 
creation of the World Council, by trying to identify the convening power and 
the decisive initiative behind the council, what specific arrangements it relied 
on and what objectives it set for itself. The primary sources used in this section 
include ICF materials such as a press release, a written account of the whole 
Saint-Gobain dispute by Charles Levinson, a report on the overall 
performance of the ICF program against multinational corporations issued in 
1974, an Italian circular letter, articles in The Glass Workers News, and press 
clippings from the UAW’s collection. These sources are all fairly 
contemporary and produced first-hand by actors with personal experience of 
the World Council. 

The second empirical section examines the interests, values, and longer-
term objectives of the parties which extended beyond the current contract 
negotiations and transnational action. Since a starting point in this study is 
that one must take into account both structure and agency, interests are 
analyzed both using the concepts of class and class position and with the help 
of a close reading of the individual parties in the conflict, i.e. of the interests 
that the parties themselves concretely expressed. The concepts of class and 
class location are not explicitly considered in this second empirical section, but 
play a more prominent role in the next section. One of the theoretical 
premises underlying this section is the idea of the actors’ rationality. Based on 
Tsebelis and Lange’s game theoretic strike theory, one can argue that 
globalization gave unions strategic power resources in that their actual 
strength has become more difficult to assess. An action based on strategic 
opportunities must first be conceived and intentionally decided upon. 
Intentions to use a possibility must be communicated and discussed. By 
studying selected materials from the relevant parties it is possible to establish 
whether the action was motivated in this strategic way and what other 
interests that motivated the parties. 

The source materials used in this part consists of both primary and 
secondary narratives. The central management of Compagnie de Saint-
Gobain has been analyzed primarily through secondary source materials. 
These include the writings by Herbert Northrup and Richard Rowan, the 
local newspaper The Jeannette News Dispatch, former international trade 
unionist Burton Bendiner’s book on multinational corporations and the 
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unions’ response to them. A secondary source of great importance for the 
interpretation of Saint-Gobain, moreover, is Richard Austin Smith’s article 
“At Saint-Gobain, the First 300 Years Were the Easiest” in the Fortune 
magazine in 1965, in which the author strongly questions whether Saint-
Gobain was prepared to meet the challenges of the 1970s. Another secondary 
source, not contemporary with the subject, but written by an informed 
observer, economist Gérard Hirigoyen, has also played a role in the 
interpretation of Saint-Gobain, albeit slightly smaller. Finally, of course, 
Maurice Hamon’s history of the company has also been consulted. 

It is, of course, desirable to study primary sources as far as possible. But it 
is not in every context that this is the best choice. Lack of language skills and 
lack of knowledge of accounting and documentation practices for companies 
can be fatal to the interpretation of company materials. It such cases it may be 
better to study what other, more educated, observers have to say based on their 
investigations of the company, in particular if the stories are reasonably 
contemporary with the subject treated. This has been the approach in terms of 
Compagnie de Saint-Gobain. With regard to the American subsidiary, 
however, more primary sources have been investigated, such as the subsidiary’s 
annual report and The Glass Workers News. In this case, the author’s language 
skills are more adequate. 

Primary source materials has also played a more prominent role in the 
investigation of the trade union party. Among the primary source materials are 
of course the UGCW’s by-laws and constitution from the 1960s, the union’s 
survey of the members’ attitudes to the member magazine, both of which have 
been consulted in terms of the UGCW’s composition and constitution in the 
1960s. Important primary source materials in this section have also been the 
correspondence between Charles Levinson and Victor Reuther, director of the 
UAW’s International Affairs Department, as well as some of Levinson’s 
correspondence with various other persons. In the 1960s and early 1970s, 
Levinson maintained a regular correspondence with Reuther, with whom he 
seems to have been a personal friend. The two trade unionists had known each 
other at least since the early 1950s, when Reuther functioned as the director of 
the Paris office of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Levinson, 
fluent in French, then worked as Reuther’s assistant.111 This material also 
provides a range of indications on the purpose and function of the offensive on 
the international trade union level. The letters have been found in the United 
Autoworkers Archive at the Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and Urban 
Affairs in Detroit, Michigan, United States. At the international level, the 
ICF’s conference materials from 1967 to 1969 are examined. During these 
years, the issue of multinational companies was high on the agenda in general, 
and the offensive against Saint-Gobain is also dealt with extensively in this 

                                                        
111 Reuther, Victor G., The Brothers Reuther and the Story of the UAW: A Memoir by Victor G. Reuther, 
Boston 1976, pp. 333–337. 



 67

material. The ICF conference materials have been studied in the International 
Federation of Chemical, General and Energy Workers’ Unions (ICEF) 
archive at the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands. The Glass Workers News, Levinson’s book from 1972 regarding 
international trade unionism, and an interview he gave in The Guardian in 
1970 have also been studied.  

The analysis of the international leadership of the UGCW is built 
extensively on The Glass Workers News, but also on UGCW conference reports 
and minutes and proceedings from its biennial conventions as well as some 
correspondence. This material provides insight into how the national 
leadership perceived the campaign against Saint-Gobain and shows how the 
action is formulated and justified in the meeting between the international and 
local objectives and understandings. This newspaper has been located at the 
Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and Urban Affairs in Detroit and at the 
Detroit Public Library. The rank and file UGCW membership has primarily 
been analyzed through an investigation of the “News from the Locals” section 
in The Glass Workers News. Local press material provides a picture of how the 
action was justified and was perceived in the local community. These materials 
all represent first-hand accounts from points in time very close to the events or 
circumstances that they refer to, making them quite reliable sources.  

In the third empirical section, the character of the class compromise in the 
United States flat glass industry is analyzed. Based on John Logue’s theory of 
trade union internationalism it can be assumed that the American trade union 
involvement at the international level was caused by deteriorating 
opportunities to promote their interests nationally. An analysis of the nature 
and development of the class compromise may give important clues as to both 
the character of the conflicting interests and the parties’ capacities to defend 
their interests nationally. This, in turn, can provide important clues to the 
American trade union internationalism. 

A wide range of different kinds of source materials, primarily narrative 
ones, have been used in the investigation of the development of the class 
compromise in the United States flat glass industry. The narrative sources 
include both primary narratives (eyewitness accounts) and secondary narratives 
(hearsay). I have tried as much as possible to apply this kind of narrative 
sources that are close in time with respect to the conflict itself, so that these 
narratives have had as little time as possible to accumulate distortions from 
forgetfulness and faulty hearsay. To the extent that narrative sources of later 
date have been used, these have been considered to be of minor importance in 
the analysis.  

The primary narrative sources include letters, telegrams, and reports from 
the company. These materials have provided useful information regarding 
trade union jurisdictions and the progress of the negotiations in 1969. The 
annual reports of the American Saint Gobain Corporation from 1958 to 1969 
have also provided useful information with regard to financial performance, 
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production technologies, trade union jurisdictions, etc. These reports are all 
contemporary with the conflict and primary narratives, which makes them 
valuable sources. To their disadvantage one may hold that they were written to 
a large extent for existing and potential shareholders (the majority shareholder 
being Compagnie de Saint-Gobain), who primarily were interested in a 
profitable investment.  

Likewise, trade union materials such as minutes and proceedings from 
conventions, officers’ reports, intra-trade union correspondence, a membership 
survey, etc. have provided useful information regarding jurisdictional matters, 
trade union objectives, the UGCW’s political involvement, and so on. The 
glassworkers newspaper, The Glass Workers News, has been a very frequently 
used primary source on various topics throughout the study, such as the labor 
contracts prevailing in the ASG’s competitors, labor market regulations, and 
labor’s involvement in politics. This newspaper was published once a month 
and the writers in this paper consisted of the UGCW’s top leadership, 
including its longtime president Ralph Reiser, its secretary, legal experts, and 
regional leaders. This paper also had a permanent section called “News from 
the Locals.” This section contained news items from the various locals of the 
UGCW, and fortunately also from the locals at the Arnold, Jeannette, and 
Okmulgee plants of ASG. These news items have been consulted in matters 
regarding local conditions and developments in the three American plants 
involved in the dispute in 1969. Some space in these news items was devoted 
to purely social purposes, such as expressing sympathy when a member became 
ill or lost a family member, or recounting funny episodes that had occurred or 
jokes told at different workplaces. But very often it is also about how work on 
the factory floor was progressing, the disputes that existed between workers 
and factory management, how to look at the glass industry’s economic 
situation, how best to tackle the problem of cheap imports of flat glass, etc. 
This includes the influence of the workers on the production and production 
technologies. This paper has been studied at the Walter P. Reuther Library of 
Labor and Urban Affairs in Detroit (Mich.), the United States and at the 
Detroit Public Library in Detroit (Mich.), the United States. A number of 
collective agreements between the glassworkers’ union and some of the 
American manufacturers of flat glass during the 1960s and 1970s have also 
been examined in this investigation. These agreements were codifications of 
the conditions of the transactions between the parties and their being together 
in the production facilities, usually printed and distributed to the members a 
couple of months after the settlements had been signed. The agreements that 
have been investigated in this study are all pocket-sized, presumably to enable 
frequent consultation in the daily operations of the company in which 
disagreements could quickly arise. The size of the print, moreover, indicates 
that the terms of the agreement were actually widely spread and well known 
among the workers. The agreements provide evidence regarding, for instance, 
the division of labor, union security agreements, etc. The agreements that have 
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been available are the 1964 agreement between the UGCW and the ASG and 
the 1969 agreement between the UGCW and the PPG Industries, Inc. A 
portion of the agreement between the UGCW and Libbey-Owens-Ford of 
1968 has also been investigated. 

The secondary sources are also numerous. The United States Tariff 
Commission’s report to the president in 1969, for instance, concerning the 
effects of flat glass imports on the foreign industry during the 1960s, has been 
a valuable source regarding flat glass manufacturing technologies, the 
development of import duties on various kinds of flat glass, and the imports 
and exports of flat glass in the United States. The Tariff Commission’s report 
is contemporary with the conflict investigated in this study and was produced 
by a neutral party with a straightforward purpose to determine whether the 
domestic flat glass industry was injured by the imports of flat glass. Based on 
its findings, the President of the United States ultimately made a decision 
about the tariffs on flat glass. It should be emphasized that the commissioners 
responsible for this report were not unanimous in their conclusions from the 
findings of the investigation and in their recommendations to the President 
with regard to tariffs. Some argue that the flat glass industry was being injured 
by the import situation, and others that it was not. Their conclusions and 
recommendations are accounted for individually in the report. It should also 
be noted that the report investigated in this study is the published version, 
which is identical to the report presented to the President except for the 
omission of information that would have disclosed the operations of individual 
companies in the United States flat glass industry. The Tariff Commission’s 
sources in its investigation are scantily presented, but indications are that 
substantial information was acquired directly from the domestic producers. 
This constitutes somewhat of a credibility gap for this report, since the 
investigation was instituted upon a petition filed by none other than a group of 
domestic producers—the same that eventually became informants in the 
report.112 The reason for this petition by the domestic producers, presumably, 
was that increased imports of flat glass were a growing problem. When this 
group of domestic manufacturers eventually functioned as informants in the 
investigation, they may have touched up their figures and data to fit their 
interest in higher tariffs. The report, however, does also refer to other types of 
sources, such as the statistics of the United States Department of Commerce 
and Department of Labor and the publications of various government 
authorities. Serious misrepresentations, therefore, were most likely avoided. 

The Handbook of Labor Statistics produced by the United States Department 
of Labor, has provided useful statistical information, for instance with regard 
to the labor-management agreement coverage and the tightness of the labor 
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market. These statistics were published regularly and represent updated 
information at the time. 

Economist Trevor Bain’s thesis from 1964, moreover, dealing with the 
technological change in the flat glass industry in the United States, has 
provided useful insights into the labor process and industry structure of the flat 
glass manufacturing. Bain’s dissertation is an essential source in this 
investigation, and considerable confidence is invested in it. The advantages of 
Bain’s account is that it was written very close in time to the development 
which it tries to depict, that it is written by a scholar and not by any of the 
parties on the flat glass labor market (neutral), and that it was written by an 
American who was familiar with the setting and environment. The 
disadvantage, obviously, is that his narrative is of a secondary nature. Bain did 
not experience this development himself, but based his account on the 
representations by other sources and informants, for instance the United 
States Bureau of Labor Statistics, newspapers, labor contracts, trade union and 
company materials, The Glass Workers News, etc. The fact, however, that he 
uses a wide range of sources mitigates this disadvantage to some extent.  

An arbitration award issued in 1972 regarding the contractual right of the 
UGCW members to perform cutting operations has been useful in 
understanding the division of labor and the production technologies in use at 
the ASG sheet glass plants. The award was issued fairly close in time to the 
prevailing labor division and production technologies in the ASG sheet glass 
factories, and it is an account by a party not involved in the labor dispute in 
1969, providing for a certain amount of neutrality. The sources used in the 
award include rulings by the National Labor Relations Board and first-hand 
hearings of the parties in the dispute. 

Correspondence with Harvey Martin, former staff member of the UGCW, 
from June 2008, has also been consulted to some extent. Mr. Martin 
emphasizes in his letters to me that he has no first-hand knowledge of the 
conflict. I therefore consider his narrative a secondary source in this 
investigation. A long time (almost 40 years), moreover, passed between the 
event and our correspondence on this event, which subjects his narrative to a 
certain amount of forgetfulness and exposes it to the possible distortions 
accumulated in hearsay over such a long time.  

Maurice Hamon’s historical account of Saint-Gobain has been consulted 
briefly regarding the competitiveness of the company’s subsidiary in the 
United States. This historical account, which covers Saint-Gobain’s lifespan 
over several centuries, is consequently not very detailed when it comes to 
individual subsidiaries such as the American Saint Gobain Corporation, but 
does have some relevant information that has been used on this subject. It is, 
of course, a secondary account, and its source citations are practically 
nonexistent, which does not exactly alleviate this disadvantage, so no far-
reaching conclusions are drawn from this account alone.  
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2. STANDING UP TO A 
MULTINATIONAL GIANT 

The main purpose of this section is to map out the central features of the 1969 
international labor dispute in Saint-Gobain. This section has five principal 
parts. First, it will introduce more thoroughly the main parties in the event 
and identify the interests and objectives of the parties expressed in the actual 
conflict treated here. Second, it will account for events taking place in Saint-
Gobain immediately before the international labor action—the prelude to the 
conflict. Third, the development of the negotiations and the coordinated 
international trade union offensive against Saint-Gobain are investigated. 
Fourth, the final settlements are examined and, finally, the aftermath of the 
dispute is analyzed. With regard to the negotiations, the final settlements, and 
the aftermath, emphasis is on the development in the American Saint Gobain 
Corporation.  

The Actors on the Scene 
This section presents the principal parties involved in the international labor 
conflict and negotiations in Saint-Gobain in the spring of 1969. It begins with 
the parent company, Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, and its subsidiary in the 
United States, the American Saint Gobain Corporation. Some preliminary 
notes are also offered with regard to Saint-Gobain’s subsidiaries in West 
Germany and Italy. Thereafter, the trade unions involved in the offensive are 
introduced, beginning with the International Federation of Chemical and 
General Workers Unions (ICF), and its American affiliate the United Glass 
and Ceramic Workers of North America. Some observations are also made 
with regard to the ICF’s affiliates in West Germany, France, and Italy, which 
were also involved in negotiations with Saint-Gobain in the spring of 1969. 
The survey of these actors partly focuses on their historical development, 
particularly with regard to their size, structure and orientation as well as their 
geographical spread. Besides a general introduction to these historical actors, 
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the purpose of this section is to enhance our understanding of their strategies 
and actions in this conflict. The parties are also analyzed structurally. At a 
fundamental level, the structural analysis is an effort to try to determine the 
parties’ social class, as understood within a Marxist tradition. But it is also 
further developed with the help of Erik Olin Wright’s concept of class location. 
This concept is particularly helpful in the analysis of the employees, and in 
that case the purpose of the analysis is to identify the insurgent workers’ 
degree of authority in the labor process and their access to scarce skills.  

Compagnie de Saint-Gobain 
The transnational trade union action subject to investigation in this study was 
directed against a multinational flat glass manufacturer with its original roots 
in France—the Compagnie de Saint-Gobain. When this company faced the 
international labor offensive in 1969, it had approximately 100,000 employees 
in a total of 43 nations—quite a giant business organization. This organiza-
tion, of course, did not emerge out of thin air in the 1960s, but had in fact a 
long and dynamic prior history. The following section will provide a brief 
survey of the employer party in the 1969 labor dispute—Saint-Gobain—with 
particular emphasis on its international expansion and growth into a multi-
national corporation. The purpose is not only to introduce one of the main 
actors in this study, but also to avoid the image of the anonymous “multi-
national” and hopefully to enrich the understanding of the labor action cast 
against it. A prominent source in this introduction of Saint-Gobain is 
historian Maurice Hamon’s comprehensive survey Saint-Gobain 1665–1990: 
The Making of a French Multinational from 1988, but a number of 
supplementary journal, magazine, and Internet articles have been consulted as 
well. 

After introducing the development of the multinational parent company, 
the history of its American subsidiary—the American Saint Gobain 
Corporation (ASG)—will be presented. That section has briefly been put 
together from information in the annual reports of the subsidiary, the official 
paper of the glassworkers’ trade union, court records, journal and Internet 
articles, and also from Hamon’s book. A few notes are also included with 
regard to Saint-Gobain’s West German and Italian operations. 

Early Development in France 

Needless to say, Saint-Gobain represents the capitalist class in this story. But 
it was not always so. In fact, in the company’s early history it was closely 
interwoven with the French state and the interests of its government. In 
mercantilist France, finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert worried about the 
constant outflow of gold from France and spent substantial energy trying to 
strengthen the home industry. In 1665, therefore, some twenty industrial 
works were founded on the initiative of Colbert, one of which was the 
Compagnie du Noyer, or “the Royal Glass Works,” as it is commonly referred 
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to in the English literature.113 A prominent customer of the Royal Glass 
Works was the king himself, Louis XIV, in decorating the famous Hall of 
Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles.114  

In 1688, Louis XIV issued a new royal privilege for the manufacture of 
large-size plate glass, employing a new technique of casting glass onto a table. 
The holders of the new privilege initially built a factory at Saint-Germain-des-
Prés, near Paris. In 1692, however, they transferred the establishment to 
Saint-Gobain, a small rural village northeast of Paris. This place was chosen 
for its secluded location and the proximity in the area of the forest with its raw 
material and the convenient transportations on the river Oise.115  

Due to monopoly rivalry, the holders of the old and the new privileges 
merged and formed a single company in 1695. The owners could not, 
however, meet their obligations and the king declared the company bankrupt 
in 1702. At this point, a number of wealthy bankers and merchants, 
particularly the Genevan bank of Antoine Saladin, reconstructed the company 
as the Compagnie d’Agincourt. The influence of these bankers and merchants 
proved to be decisive for the glass works’ future. It infused a more 
entrepreneurial spirit in the company and inspired it to exploit more effectively 
the new casting technique and the prosperity and numerous new uses for glass 
in the eighteenth century. From the mid eighteenth century, various 
rationalizations and reforms took place and the company extended its fixed 
assets with storage houses and entrepôts in France and Spain.116 The economic 
historian Warren Scoville has calculated that the company possessed about 
fourteen times as much valuable property in 1775–79 as it did in 1674–75.117 
After 1760, the associates of the Compagnie d’Agincourt started to pay a great 
deal of attention to developing foreign markets. Wholesale stores were opened 
in Geneva and Constantinople, and by the early 1780s plate glass was the 
most exported glassware in France.118 According to Hamon, the Compagnie 
d’Agincourt of 1702 was the judicial predecessor of the twentieth century 
industrial group now known as Saint-Gobain.119  

International Expansion in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 

The French Revolution involved a fundamental change to the Compagnie 
d’Agincourt—the loss of the royal privilege. Soon the company found itself 
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surrounded by competitors from both France and Britain.120 The company’s 
first response to the new situation was an administrative reform. Work was 
divided, board members were chosen on merits of skill and experience, a 
salaried entrepreneur was introduced, and, most importantly, the company was 
transformed into a joint-stock company in 1830.121 As a subsequent result of 
this reform, the company also developed its manufacturing techniques. A 
certain share of the profits was earmarked for production investments. 
Finishing operations, particularly polishing, were mechanized and modern 
work practices were introduced.122 In 1830, moreover, the company 
established a sales office in New York, entering a new and growing market.123 

In 1857, the company’s foreign manufacturing began as it leased a factory 
in Aachen, Germany. Through the merger the following year with Saint-
Quirin, a French competitor, the company changed its name to “Société 
Anonyme de la Manufacture des Glaces et Produits Chimiques de Saint-
Gobain, Chauny et Cirey” and gained influence over another factory in 
Mannheim, Germany.124 According to business historian Peter Miller, the 
company’s expansion into Germany was largely a response to the growing 
competition from Belgium and Britain.125 The foreign expansion is perhaps 
also a reflection of the company’s definitive transformation from a mercantilist 
to a private enterprise, where the refund on the owners’ capital is a higher goal 
than the national influx of gold or liquid capital. From this point on, the 
enterprise represented more squarely the capitalist class and its interests. 

The international expansion continued in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. In the 1870s, Saint-Gobain’s factories in France accounted for 60 
percent of its total production. During the next few decades, this share 
dropped to 30 percent.126 In 1889, the company opened a factory in Pisa, Italy, 
and in 1900, it built another one in Franière, Belgium. The company also 
acquired glass and cast glass subsidiaries in The Netherlands, Spain, Germany, 
and Bohemia, next to holdings in other industrial branches.127 The nineteenth 
century was also a period of diversification into other, but related, industrial 
branches.128 

In the twentieth century, the expansion of Saint-Gobain shifted into a 
higher gear. Through a number of mergers and acquisitions, the company 
expanded its presence and influence into other countries and continents. It 
made considerable investments in modernizing its glass production capacity 
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during 1914–1939. In the 1920s and 1930s, the company had success with the 
invention of safety glass and the technique of bending and shaping safety glass 
for automobiles and later furniture.129 

The expansion of the company also involved diversification in the 
manufacturing activities. The diversification into the chemical sector during 
the nineteenth century was followed by the diversification into a wider range 
of glass products, such as sheet glass, bottles, table glassware, specialty glass, 
glass fiber, and automobile glass. Saint-Gobain entered the sheet glass 
industry in 1911–1912. The company established factories in France, 
Bohemia, Italy, and Spain based on the American Window Glass process.130 
Eventually, Saint-Gobain converted to the Pittsburgh process, and by 1929, it 
obtained an exclusive license for that process in Europe. In the 1920s, Saint-
Gobain also started acquiring holdings in the bottle making, perfume bottle, 
and table glassware industries.131 The glass fiber industry began in the 1930s 
and Saint-Gobain started glass fiber production in 1937 by founding the 
Isover in France.132  

Due to technical and market changes, the interwar period was a time of 
restructuring in the western flat glass industry. Plate and sheet glass were 
becoming increasingly complementary products and their markets were 
growing. Mergers in the United States principally divided the North 
American market between two major companies, Pittsburgh Plate Glass 
(PPG) and Libbey-Owens-Ford (LOF). In Belgium, six manufacturers 
formed two groups, one led by Glaver and the other by Saint-Roch. Saint-
Gobain grouped with Saint-Roch and thereby gained control over the 
German market. By the mid 1930s, the company, together with the British 
competitor Pilkington and the American competitor Pittsburgh Plate Glass, 
crystallized as the leader of the world’s flat glass market, an order that would 
remain unchanged for several decades.133  

Saint-Gobain grew considerably between 1950 and 1969, a period when 
the company also changed its name to Compagnie de Saint-Gobain. The 
company’s consolidated sales rose ten percent annually, which was the sharpest 
rise in its history. The number of employees increased from 35,000 to 
100,000. Thanks to its multinational base of subsidiaries—in 1960, Saint-
Gobain had also acquired majority share holdings in glass factories in Brazil—
Saint-Gobain reached a 22 percent share of the world glass market in 1969. 
This expansion reflected the postwar economic recovery and the attempt by 
Saint-Gobain to become a holding company after the Second World War. In 
spite the fact that the company had around 150 subsidiaries it could not 
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compare with the large “American-style” holding companies. The subsidiaries 
were financially integrated with the parent company, according to Hamon, but 
they were not fully controlled in production and sales.134 By the time of the 
international labor offensive in 1969, Saint-Gobain’s holdings in West 
Germany included both its own plants and shares in other companies in the 
industry. Its own facilities were known as Vereinigte Glaswerke (Vegla) and 
were situated in Stolberg, Herzogenrath, Mannheim-Waldorf and Sindorf. 
Furthermore, Saint-Gobain had interests in twelve other glass manufacturing 
companies throughout West Germany. The situation was similar in Italy. 
Two fully owned facilities, in Pisa and in Caserte, were complemented by 
interests in six other glass manufacturers.135  

Saint-Gobain in the United States 
Saint-Gobain also founded a glass company in the United States—the Blue 
Ridge Glass Corporation—in 1925. The company was a joint venture between 
Saint-Gobain, Corning Glass (United States), and Glaceries de Saint Roch 
(Belgium). Together with newly acquired majority holdings in the American 
Window Glass Company, the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation was used by 
Saint-Gobain to form a new American subsidiary in 1958, called the 
American Saint Gobain Corporation (ASG). According to Hamon, the 
measure was a part of Saint-Gobain’s expansion policy in the postwar period: 
the company tried to gain positions in the American glass industry. Business 
journalist Richard Austin Smith, however, indicates that the expansion of 
Saint-Gobain’s American operations in 1958 was particularly caused by the 
fact that lucrative markets in Romania and Czechoslovakia were closed off due 
to the Cold War polarization of Europe.136 The American Saint Gobain 
Corporation was, therefore, a compensatory move to offset lost opportunities 
elsewhere. 

Originally, ASG consisted of four plants. Three of them—Arnold and 
Jeannette, Pennsylvania, and Okmulgee, Oklahoma—had previously been 
operated by the American Window Glass Company and one of them—
Kingsport, Tennessee—by the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation. Upon the 
merger, the new company considered moving its Kingsport works to 
Louisiana, but was persuaded by the local community to retain its operations 
in Kingsport.137 In 1962, ASG opened a fifth plant in Greenland, Tennessee, 
(near Kingsport) equipped with a continuous grinding and polishing 

                                                        
134 Hamon 1988, pp. 140–141, 197. 
135 “St-Gobain in the World,” documentation produced for the Saint-Gobain World Council in March 
1969, box 193, ICEF Archive, International Institute of Social History, Amsterdam, The Netherlands.  
136 “New Contender for the Plate Glass Market,” The Glass Industry, Vol. 43, No. 11, Nov. 1962, p. 
602; Wolfe, Margaret Ripley, Kingsport, Tennessee. A Planned American City, Kentucky 1987, pp. 63, 
178; Hamon 1988, p. 142. 
137 Wolfe 1987, pp. 178-179. 



 77

technique.138 Through its fully owned subsidiary, Glass Products, Inc. with a 
plant in Ellwood City, Pennsylvania, ASG controlled a sixth flat glass plant in 
the United States. When Glass Products, Inc. merged with ASG in 1965, 
however, the Ellwood City plant was closed and operations transferred to the 
Kingsport, Tennessee, plant.139 According to local historian Karen Fetter, 
ASG was at the time the only United States producer of all types of flat glass 
of that time: sheet glass, plate glass, and patterned-rolled glass.140 

During the 1960s, ASG was the sole owner of three subsidiaries: Hunt’s 
Gap Sand Company, which extracted and processed high-quality sand used in 
glass manufacturing, the Lustron Corporation, furnishing the electronics 
industry with base materials, and Glass Products, Inc., making safety glass 
products.141 

According to Margaret Ripley Wolfe, the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation 
was subject to a strike in 1956. During the strike, Don Berger, a UGCW 
representative, lamented that the company was owned by Frenchmen. “About 
the only way you could get anything out of them,” he claimed, “was to 
practically beat their brains out.” According to Wolfe, however, the 
management culture at the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation was not exceptional. 
“The owners and management were in tune with the sentiments of other 
industries in the town that were wholly American concerns,” she contends.142 

At the time of the strike in 1969, the ASG board of directors had twelve 
members.143 First, of course, ASG president and chief executive officer J. 
Clifford Knochel had an ex-officio seat on the board. Also representing the 
ASG on the board was senior vice-president of marketing, A. P. Maze-
Sencier de Brouville. Two board members represented the company in its 
previous years. Albert S. Crandon had been chairman of the board in the 
American Window Glass Company, with which the Blue Ridge Glass 
Corporation merged in 1958. Former president of ASG, Joseph H. Lewis, 
was another member of the board. According to Wolfe, Lewis had a long 
history with the company. Originally he worked with Corning Glass in New 
York, but was subsequently appointed chief engineer at the Blue Ridge Glass 
Corporation in Kingsport, Tennessee, which was a joint venture between 
Corning Glass, Saint-Gobain, and Glaceries de Saint Roch. As general 
manager of the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation, it was Lewis who hired 
replacements for the striking workers in 1956 and contributed to the 
UGCW’s loss of bargaining rights in this plant for several years. According to 
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Wolfe, the conflict at the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation introduced “a level of 
turbulence that heretofore had been unknown in labor-management relations 
in Upper East Tennessee.”144 Obviously, Lewis was not the only one 
responsible for this, but he was a part of that history at the company. Lewis 
was also mayor of Kingsport in the late 1960s. According to Wolfe, the 
industrial elite had considerable political influence in Kingsport at this time. 
Reportedly, Lewis himself maintained that he basically was handpicked as 
mayor: “They [the industrialists] wanted a good government, and what they’d 
try to do was to find people they thought would and could do the job on the 
thing.”145 “The thing” was generally to keep the industrialists happy and luring 
others below the Mason-Dixon line, according to Wolfe.146 

The parent company in France was also represented on the ASG board. 
Executive vice president and head of Saint-Gobain’s glass operations Roger 
Lacharme had a seat, as did vice chairman and chief executive officer of Saint-
Gobain, Edmond A. Pirlot. Another high-ranking Saint-Gobain officer on 
the ASG board was Robert Merine, director of the overseas finance 
department. Also on the board was Pierre Bellier, president of Saint-Gobain 
Inc., New York and formely administrative head of Saint-Gobain’s small glass 
subsidiary Sovirel. Representing another subsidiary of Saint-Gobain was 
Malcolm Meyer, president of the Certain-Teed Products Corporation.  

The ASG’s general counsel, Ethelbert Warfield, also had a seat on the 
board, next to Alfred D. Martin of Martin Properties, Inc., of Dallas, Texas, 
and Nelson Loud, managing partner at the New York Securities Company, 
New York.  

The International Federation of Chemical and General Workers’ 
Unions 
The International Federation of Chemical and General Workers Unions 
(ICF) was founded in 1907 by representatives of unskilled factory workers’ 
trade unions in Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Austria, and Germany. The 
organization was first named the Factory Workers’ International (FWI) and 
was dedicated to workers with no specific vocational training. The inter-
national, consequently, was founded as an organization of workers with a class 
location characterized by limited or no access to scarce skills and little or no 
authority in the labor process. Based on the notion of class locations, 
therefore, the material interest of these workers would have been quite 
squarely polarized with that of the employer, and their capacity to pursue their 
interest by other than purely collectivist means quite limited.  

The objective of the International before the First World War was to 
spread information between colleague workers in different countries and to 
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call for solidarity in case of employer conflict. The International referred to 
“the international overlapping of capitalism” and felt that co-ordination of 
workers above the national level was necessary.147 From its inception, the 
international devoted considerable attention to the issue of international 
financial aid to strikers and victims of lock-outs. It eventually arrived at an 
agreement according to which all unions were financially responsible for their 
own conflicts and financial aid to colleagues abroad in the event of conflicts 
was voluntary.148 

During the first three years of its existence, the financing of the secretariat 
as well as its headquarters and its secretary-general were provided for by the 
Factory Workers Union of Germany.149 This was no coincidence. According 
to Lewis Lorwin, the Germans were particularly active founders of 
international trade secretariats in the early twentieth century. German industry 
was developing fast and attracted labor from both Northern and Southern 
Europe. The German trade unionists tried to cope with this “competitive 
migration” by regulating transfers of union members to Germany, organizing 
workers in the countries of emigration, and establishing international trade 
secretariats.150  

In the interwar period, the Factory Workers’ International adopted more 
ambitious goals and objectives. It implemented a wage and working-time 
policy, reckoning that these issues had to be settled more at an international 
level. It also started to pursue political power in order to implement socialism 
in the individual countries where it had members. For this reason, it sought to 
ally itself with the respective socialist parties.151 The ICF also adopted a more 
ambitious program of international cooperation, one that seems to have been 
the herald of its future preoccupation. According to Reinhart Jacobs and 
Hermann Weber, the members felt that their industries were being 
concentrated and monopolized to an ever increasing extent, and the congress 
in 1920 established that wage conflicts in the future had to be coordinated and 
settled more at an international level, “starting with an international exchange 
and ending with uniform wage demands.”152 As a result, the congress in 1920 
was also the starting point of the development of an effective secretariat. An 
executive committee was set up and the secretariat was moved from Germany 
to Amsterdam in The Netherlands.153 In 1922, two assistants were hired to aid 
the secretariat in its work. The European financial crisis during the first half of 
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the 1920s seriously prevented the secretariat from servicing the affiliates.154 
The financial situation started to improve in 1927 after an extensive 
recruitment campaign. Between 1927 and 1929 the membership grew by 
approximately 100,000 members. In 1926, the possibility of hiring a salaried 
secretary-general was discussed for the first time, with the prospect of making 
the international coordination of wage bargaining more effective.155 Charles 
Levinson, hired as secretary-general in 1964, was the first full-time secretary-
general of the ICF. Upon Levinson’s recommendation, the ICF moved its 
headquarters from Amsterdam to Geneva where, according to Levinson, the 
ICF could improve its connections with foreign trade unions consider-
ably.156Already in 1927, however, the secretariat began circulating a newsletter 
in four languages. In 1929, the secretariat started to publish special editions on 
selected topics.157 

The delegates of ICF suggested the introduction of industry sections at the 
fifth congress in 1933. In part, this was a precondition for an eventual merger 
with the glassworkers’ international, founded in 1892,158 which had been 
contemplated since 1926.159 Glassworkers, ceramic workers, and factory 
workers had already been grouped together organizationally in several 
countries, and separate internationals for the three trades were becoming 
obsolete. Delegates also adduced the financial advantages and increased 
fighting strength that would result from such a merger. The issue of a merger 
was discussed consecutively during the following five congresses. Although the 
glassworkers’ international seized to exist in 1933, nothing happened in terms 
of a merger until after the Second World War.160 At the eighth congress in 
1950, the ICF introduced new occupational categories into its ranks. For the 
first time it accepted skilled workers, such as technical staff and administrative 
personnel. It also expanded its sphere of representation to the chemical, paper, 
glass and ceramic industries, and other branches not previously belonging to 
another international trade secretariat. Accordingly, it was decided in 1950 
that three industrial sections be established within the ICF: the chemical 
section, the glass and ceramics section, and the paper section. These sections 
were supplemented in 1953 with the rubber section, in 1957 with the nuclear 
power section, in 1958 with the women’s section, and in 1960 with the 
cement, limestone, and plaster section. In 1959, moreover, the glass and 
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ceramics section was divided into two separate sections.161 Upon the founding 
of the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1958, the ICF also 
organized a regional committee for the unions in the EEC nations. 
Establishing various committees was partly also a response to the accelerated 
internationalization of capital and the spread of mass means of com-
munication in the postwar period.162  

The inclusion of workers in new industries into the ICF would not have 
changed the class location of the membership in any significant way. In many 
of the new branches, not least the glass industry, machinery had replaced 
many of the skilled workers. The inclusion of technical staff and 
administrative personnel, however, would have changed the membership’s 
class location to some extent. These professionals probably had a greater 
ability to pursue their interests from the power resources that their 
professional knowledge afforded them. In general, however, the ICF would 
still have remained an organization of workers without any special skills and 
without significant authority in the labor process.  

 
Table 1. Membership in the International Federation of Chemical and 
General Workers’ Unions (ICF), 1948–1967. 

Year Membership 

1948 

1960 

1967 

0.9 million 

1.5 million 

2.1 million 

Source: Jacobs, Reinhart and Weber, Hermann, ICEF: 80 Years International Solidarity, 

Brussels 1987, pp. 55, 65. 

 
Between 1945 and 1955, no special attention was given to the issue of 
multinational or transnational coordination of bargaining. However, compi-
lations of wages and working conditions in several of the secretariat’s industrial 
areas were made. The issues primarily discussed in the glass industry section 
were wages, the 40-hour week, the limiting of the use of continuous shift 
system, the introduction of a four-shift system in automated glass production, 
wages in shift work and overtime, the introduction of three weeks’ paid 
vacation, and the establishment of a special committee within the 
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International Labour Organization (ILO) for the glass and ceramics industry. 
Work-related diseases and occupational training were also discussed.163 

Until the 1960s, ICF members were particularly found in noncommunist 
European countries. Its strongest membership base was found in West 
Germany. In 1955, the IG CPK represented almost half a million members. 
Its Italian and French membership was considerably smaller. The same year, 
only 79,400 Italian workers were represented in the ICF and no more than 
13,600 French workers.164 

In the 1960s, however, ICF’s representation on other continents was 
increasing. The first regional offices outside Europe were established in Latin 
America and Japan in the late 1960s.165 The noncommunist orientation, 
however, was not abandoned. In 1955, there was a clause in the statutes which 
provided that all members of the ICF must be free trade unions and belong to 
a national organization that was a member of the ICFTU.166 The reference to 
the ICFTU was removed by the end of the 1960s, but the reason was 
primarily to enable the United Autoworkers’ membership in the ICF after that 
union had involuntarily been expelled from the ICFTU, not to open for more 
frequent contacts with the communist trade unions. 

The ICF’s highest governing body was the Congress, which met every 
three years. The executive agencies were the Executive Committee and the 
Management Committee. In 1955 the Executive Committee was composed of 
the secretary-general and nine representatives from the respective unions. The 
Management Committee comprised five members of the Executive 
Committee, including the president and the secretary-general.167 

The ICF worked with the ICFTU, both individually and in community 
with other international trade secretariats.168 The ICF also had a voice in the 
ILO, in the Economic and Social Council in the United Nations (via the 
ICFTU) and the OEEC via the Liaison Office in Paris of the Trade Union 
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Advisory Committee (TUAC).169 The TUAC is an international trade union 
organization that has consultative status at the OECD.170 It was founded in 
1948 as a trade union advisory body of the Marshall Plan. Given that the 
Marshall Plan was implicitly directed against communism and its expansion in 
Europe, the ICF was thereby linked in a way to the fight against communism 
and United States federal funding.  

In 1964, the International changed its name to the International 
Federation of Chemical and General Workers Unions (ICF).171 

The United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America 
The United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW) was 
first founded as the Federation of Flat Glass Workers of America in 1934. 
The prehistory of this organization started in 1879, when skilled window glass 
blowers in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, founded the Local Assembly 300 of the 
Knights of Labor, trying to regulate the number of skilled workers in the 
trade. The Local Assembly 300 became within a few years a national union for 
skilled window glass blowers. Due to internal differences regarding the Local 
Assembly 300’s relation to a selling organization representing the seventeen 
largest firms in the industry, the organization eventually fell apart. In its wake, 
the National Window Glass Workers was born in 1908, striving to equalize 
wages and control production in the industry.172 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, a number of 
technological inventions were introduced in the window glass industry which 
changed the professional requirements of window glass workers and ultimately 
affected their organization. In 1915, two thirds of all window glass was 
mechanically blown. The strong position of the skilled window glass blowers 
in the industry, therefore, was beginning to be compromised. The First World 
War offered some relief to the National Window Glass Workers’ effort to 
preserve the ever diminishing job opportunities, but in the long run their fight 
was futile. In 1927, the last fully manual window glass plant in America was 
shut down, and the union was disbanded two years later.173 

While many of the traditional skills were made obsolete by the 
introduction of modern machinery, some would still remain in demand for a 
number of years. In anticipation of the demise of the National Window Glass 
Workers, the Window Cutters and Flatteners League was founded in 1917, 
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organizing the fraction of skilled workers still in demand in the window glass 
industry. The majority of the window glass workers, however, were left 
unorganized.174 

A drive to organize the industrial flat glass workers began in 1933, inspired 
by the New Deal legislation, according to historian Frederick A. Barkey. The 
core of unionized skilled workers in the window glass industry enabled a 
relatively swift unionization of the industrial glass workers. Within a period of 
four months beginning in June, eighteen locals were set up from Shreveport, 
Louisiana; Henryetta, Oklahoma; and Fort Smith, Arkansas, to the American 
Window Glass Company’s factories at Arnold and Bell Vernon, 
Pennsylvania.175  

The extension of unionization to unskilled and semi-skilled industrial 
workers made the skilled workers a minority in their own union. At a 
constitutional convention in March, 1934, the two groups of workers went 
separate ways. The Federation of Flat Glass Workers of America was born, 
and it elected Glen W. McCabe its first president. This federation affiliated 
with the American Federation of Labor (AFL) the very same year it was 
founded and established contracts with many of the big manufacturers within 
the first two years. Although protectionism on behalf of the skilled window 
glass workers seems to have been the direct cause of the partition, Frederick 
Barkey argues that ethnicity might also have accounted for a significant part of 
the problem of amalgamation. The cutters were either Belgians or “old-stock” 
Americans and the machine tenders were primarily southern Europeans. 
Because of affiliation with the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in 
1936, the Federation of Flat Glass Workers was suspended from AFL.176 

Trade union mergers marked both the beginning and the end of the 
United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW). The union 
was established in 1954, through the merger of the Federation of Glass, 
Ceramic and Silica Sand Workers of America (founded in 1940) and the 
Federation of Flat Glass Workers of America-CIO (founded in 1934).177 This 
means that the UGCW organized unskilled workers with little or no authority 
in the labor process. Their class location was similar to that of the ICF 
membership. In 1982, almost thirty years after its inception, the UGCW was 
dissolved when it merged with the newly formed Aluminium, Brick and Clay 
Workers International Union, and became the Aluminium, Brick and Glass 
Workers International Union.178  
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The merger with the Aluminium, Brick and Clay Workers was primarily 
caused by declining membership. The UGCW started out with 47,150 
members in 1954 and reached its all-time high in 1959, with 53,500 
members.179 In the ten-year-period preceding the merger in 1982, the UGCW 
membership fell from 43,000 to 15,000.180 According to economist Trevor 
Bain, the changes in the size of the union corresponded to changes in the 
employment of flat glass workers.181 When arguing for a merger, the UGCW 
president stressed the importance of high union membership in order to 
function effectively.182 The merger was not unique. According to economist 
Larry Adams, many American trade unions merged toward the end of the 
1970s in the face of shrinking membership.183  

According to Trevor Bain, the UGCW organized workers in several North 
American industries during the 1960s. Workers in the flat glass branch were, 
however, the majority of the members.184 In other branches of the glass 
industry there were other trade unions operating. For instance, the American 
Flint Glass Workers Union operated in the tableware and small glass industry, 
and the Glass Bottle Blowers of the United States and Canada organized 
workers in the glass container industry.185  

The UGCW was built on an organization of districts and locals. In the 
1960s, there were six districts in total, five of which represented different 
United States regions and one of which represented Canada. In 1966, there 
were 195 locals, and in 1970 there were 207 locals in total. The locals were 
attached to individual plants, but in some cases there could be more than one 
local attached to one single plant.186 According to Harvey Martin, UGCW 
staff member in 1969, there was also a system of district officers and 
representatives that bargained for certain plants on a regular basis. This means 
that the locals were not negotiating with the plant representatives individually, 
but that some degree of centralization within the UGCW existed. According 
to Martin, the president of the UGCW attended many negotiation 
meetings.187 

The by-laws of the UGCW constituted the basic guiding principles 
concerning the objectives and ambitions which the leadership was supposed to 
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work toward. These basic principles of the UGCW, organized in four separate 
clauses, undoubtedly put the welfare of the organization’s members first: 

 
1. “to unite in one organization, all workers […] employed in 

manufacturing, processing, and/or marketing of glass or other allied 
products” 

2. “to secure employment, to reduce the hours of daily labor, to secure 
adequate and increased pay for our work […] and to promote the 
interest and welfare of its members and their dependents” 

3. “To protect the life and limb of the workers, conserve their health, 
improve social conditions and to promote the general well-being of 
the workers” 

4. “To establish and maintain among our members that spirit of 
understanding and loyalty that will guarantee the rights of others 
being considered and respected […]. It is our aim to establish and 
maintain friendly relations between members, and to inspire each of 
them to realize that this cause in which they have enlisted their 
services is worthy of their best thought and efforts and that only by 
the full cooperation and support of all members can the objects, 
purposes and policies set forth herein be made operative and 
effective.”188  

 
The methods by which the UGCW was to pursue these objectives were also 
touched upon briefly in the by-laws. The objectives, it says, are to be pursued 
“by legislation, arbitration, conciliation, mediation, wage agreement or 
strikes.”189 

With no reference to the personal motives of any individual officer, it is 
reasonable to assume that the UGCW leadership as such actually pursued 
these objectives and employed these methods on a regular basis. According to 
its statutes and by-laws, the UGCW was a democratic trade union which 
elected its representatives and leaders by secret ballots within the same 
constituency that revised the by-laws of the organization, i.e. its members.190 If 
the leaders did not fulfill the stipulated goals of the trade union organization, 
they risked being replaced by other candidates at the yearly elections. The 
somewhat trivial, but important, conclusion emanating from a brief 
consideration of these circumstances is that the UGCW, as an organization, 
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functioned, at least nominally, as a social, economic, and political interest 
group for its members in the North American glass industry.  

In connection with an investigation concerning the UGCW members’ 
attitude toward The Glass Workers News in the late 1960s, the UGCW also 
collected information concerning a large number of characteristics of the 
membership. The result of this investigation gives an idea of the composition 
of the UGCW membership in the late 1960s, the period of particular interest 
in this study. 

The report states that the average UGCW member was  
 

a 41–50 year old male, married with three children, a protestant, 
Democrat, working as a machine operator. He earns between $3.01 and 
$4.00 per hour, owns (or is buying) his home, is a high school graduate, 
and considers himself to be a member of the “working” class. He considers 
himself to be a “moderate” and he voted for Humphrey in 1968.191 

 
There is no question that the majority of the members were male; 82 percent 
are reported to have stated “male” in the questionnaire. The largest age group, 
representing 30 percent of the members, were between 41 and 50 years old. 
The second largest age group, representing 23 percent of the members, were 
between 31 and 40 years old. A strong majority of the members, 71 percent, 
were married, and although three children was the most common number, 
those who had none, one, two, or four children were almost as many. Half of 
the members had finished high school, but the second largest group, 
representing 23 percent of the members, had only completed junior high 
school. The majority of the membership was Protestant: 58 percent. Catholics 
constituted the second largest group: 32 percent. Seventy percent sympathized 
with the Democrats, but only 50 percent voted for Humphrey, the Democrats’ 
presidential candidate, in the 1968 presidential election. Twenty-three percent 
stated that they did not vote at all, and 22 percent stated that they voted for 
Richard Nixon, the presidential candidate of the Republicans who was 
subsequently elected. Forty-seven percent of the members stated that they 
regarded themselves as working class, and 37 percent declared themselves as 
middle class.192  

The UGCW became a member in the ICF in 1960, but was neither the 
first American trade union to become affiliated nor the biggest.193 In 1955, 
there was another American trade union represented in the ICF: The United 
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Rubber, Cork, Linoleum and Plastic Workers of America with 171,200 
members.194  

The West German, French, and Italian Glass Workers’ Trade 
Unions 
The West German ICF affiliate, the IG Chemie-Papier-Keramik,195 was 
founded in 1946 but had a history embodied in the Factory Workers’ Union of 
Germany, founded in 1890. This trade union was founded as a union of 
unskilled workers, but came to abandon this profile in 1906 due to disputes 
with other trade unions with regard to professional borderlines. Thereafter the 
union primarily organized workers in the chemical, paper, brick, sugar, 
agriculture and dairy industries. Glass workers were integrated with the 
Factory Workers’ Union of Germany in 1926. 

The union grew strongly during its early years. The 3,177 members that 
existed after the first two years increased tenfold over the next eight years. 
During the subsequent decade, this number increased to well over 200,000 
members. The Factory Workers’ Union of Germany, however, was dissolved 
by the Nazi regime. Its successor after the Second World War, the IG 
Chemie-Papier-Keramik, adopted roughly the same occupational orientation. 
By the time of the international labor offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969, 
this union had approximately 600,000 members. It is unclear, however, how 
many of those members that worked at one of Saint-Gobain’s West German 
factories and were affected by the conflict.196 

The French trade union that participated in the international offensive 
against Saint-Gobain in 1969 was a relatively young association. It was first 
formed in 1964 from what was previously a confessional Christian trade 
union, the French Confederation of Christian Workers (CFTC). The CFTC 
had, according to Peter Lange et al., been characterized by an internal conflict 
between “old-line catholic unionists and newer, more class-oriented forces” 
since the early 1950s. As the church itself was changing its position on class 
issues, the CFTC came to abandon older Christian doctrines of class harmony 
and adopt a more aggressive conflict perspective.197 The new trade union, the 
French Democratic Confederation of Labor (CFDT), adopted, after a brief 
reformist stage, a commitment to the pursuit of socialism and soon couched its 
views in Marxian vocabulary. The CFDT grew to become the second largest 
trade union in France after the General Confederation of Labor (CGT). The 
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main difference between the two largest unions was that CFDT believed that 
the process of social change should begin in the labor market, while the CGT 
sought to shape simple bread-and-butter unionism into a general mobilization 
for a left political alternative.198  

The two Italian trade unions that were involved in the international labor 
offensive against Saint-Gobain were the Italian Confederation of Workers’ 
Trade Unions (CISL) and the chemical and general workers of the Italian 
Labor Union (UILCID). Both were offshoots from the Italian General 
Confederation of Labor (CGIL) due to internal ideological battles in the 
latter. The CISL was founded in 1950 as a Catholic and anticommunist trade 
union organizing workers in all sectors of industry. The CISL was often 
characterized as a yellow-dog collaborationist union by the CGIL because of 
its close relationship with the Christian Democratic Party and Italy’s 
entrepreneurial class.199 The UILCID, founded in 1962, was a subdivision of 
the Italian Labor Union, also founded in 1950, and followed in practice many 
of the policies of the CISL. The CISL was particularly influenced by trade 
unionism in the American style. According to Lange et al., “many CISL 
cadres were trained at this time at the Florentine trade union school closely 
tied to the American trade union movement.” 200 Lange et al. emphasize, 
moreover, that “it represented from the beginning a sharp break with the 
politicized and centralized trade unions of Italian trade unionism and a direct 
challenge to many of the precepts of the CGIL. Its fundamental premises 
were that the union ought to act as an association of its members (not as an 
agent of the working class as a whole), that the factory was the prime arena in 
which the union should pursue its interests and develop its organization.”201 

Prelude to the Conflict 
In January 1969, Saint-Gobain was involved in a sensational and very unusual 
event in the French business community. The company became the victim of 
an aggressive takeover attempt by a much smaller competitor in the French 
flat glass market, Boussois-Souchon-Neuvesel (BSN). If this takeover was to 
materialize, BSN was to become the majority owner of Saint-Gobain and this 
would enable it to implement a merger between the two companies.202  

The event spurred massive interest in the press. First, if the two companies 
merged, the new operation would rank along with the largest in France. 
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Second, it was the smaller and younger company that attacked the older and 
larger. Third, the techniques employed in the takeover attempt were very 
original, involving an extensive communication policy and the use of 
convertible bonds, until then primarily utilized in the United States. Saint-
Gobain’s shares had dropped in value due to a general stock market decline to 
unjustifiably low levels in comparison with its real economic value and 
profitability. BSN, which wanted to merge with Saint-Gobain, offered to buy 
the small, noninstitutional shareholders’ stocks at a price higher than the 
market value but still well short of Saint-Gobain’s actual value. This offer was 
combined with a communication offensive with the objective to overcome the 
general public’s ignorance of BSN and its suspicion against convertible bonds 
as well as to undermine the reputation of Saint-Gobain shares as a “safe” 
investment and prevent the increase in Saint-Gobain shares (which would 
undercut the convertible bond offer).203 Fourth, finally, the takeover attempt 
posed a threat of unemployment for the workers, particularly in Italy, since it 
would most likely have resulted in shutdowns of a number of plants.204 

Behind this takeover attempt was a belief that the increasing international 
competition in the glass industry made a structural consolidation of French 
manufacturing necessary. A report issued by the BSN board on December 21, 
1968, stated: 

 
In light of international competition, the French glass-making industry 
will only be able to maintain its position in the Common Market if it is 
capable of strengthening its structures. In modern industry, unified 
decision-making within large industrial groups is essential whether it is a 
question of investment return, research development in glass making and 
neighbouring techniques, or commercial efficiency both inside and outside 
our borders. It is the prerequisite for high employment in our factories.205 

 
If, according to BSN, the two companies merged, they could, moreover, begin 
to compete on an equal basis with American companies and the British 
manufacturer Pilkington on the world market.206 

On the product and manufacturing side, moreover, two developments 
contributed further to the benefit of industrial consolidation in the glass 
industry. First, glass was increasingly in competition with other materials, such 
as plastics and metals, which called for production rationalizations, reduction 
of transport costs, avoidance of superfluous investments, and lowering of 
prices. Second, new production processes, such as the float glass process in flat 
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glass, were introduced which enabled unit costs to be lowered but were costly 
to acquire and install.207 

Saint-Gobain’s management, however, was not convinced of the need for 
mergers to meet this industrial transformation. Its resistance relied in part on a 
different overall strategy which gave priority to diversification rather than to 
specialization. Saint-Gobain operated in areas outside of glass, including 
plastics, which competed with glass. Developments in glass, therefore, were in 
fact not as much a test of industrial endurance as it was for BSN, which 
specialized in glass. BSN, moreover, was impossible to compare with Saint-
Gobain in terms of size. BSN’s sales in 1967 amounted to 593 million francs, 
whereas Saint-Gobain’s sales totaled 5.2 billion francs.208 

Saint-Gobain, consequently, launched a counterattack to fend of the 
takeover. This involved a huge campaign with the direct purpose to persuade 
the shareholders not to sell to BSN. In a letter to all the shareholders, for 
instance, the Saint-Gobain management confidently maintained that 
investments made over the past few years would enable profits to double by 
1971.209 It involved, moreover, a number of measures, such as an information 
forum to explain the position of Saint-Gobain, an “open factories” operation 
in which the public was invited to visit the company’s various facilities 
throughout France, a “focusing” operation to work up support from bank 
directors and fund managers, and a “provincial tour” operation to organize 
conferences in eleven provincial towns. The Saint-Gobain management also 
tried to appease the shareholders by offering a one-for-four stock dividend.  

The main objection to the BSN-Saint-Gobain merger, given during this 
public relations counter-campaign, was that BSN was controlled by foreign 
interests and would put Saint-Gobain under foreign influence.210 In the 
process, however, the management happened to reveal that only a fraction of 
the activities and employees of this ancient French company were actually 
French. Given that Saint-Gobain sprung from initiatives taken long ago by 
Colbert in Mercantilist France, this was quite an irony. What would later 
prove to be the most controversial, and to the company the most fatal, 
disclosure, however, was that the company’s profit growth during 1968 was in 
fact more than twice what it had acknowledged before.  

Saint-Gobain managed to escape the takeover attempt by BSN. The 
new—real or supposed—transparency of company finances toward the 
shareholders was surely significant for this outcome. But for the protection of 
Saint-Gobain against similar attacks in the future, members of the European 
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banking sector proposed that the company would instead join forces with the 
French pipe manufacturer Pont-à-Mousson, which many regarded as a much 
better “catch” for Saint-Gobain. This advice was approved in late February 
1969, and in the summer of 1970 the new company was formed under the 
name of Saint-Gobain-Pont-à-Mousson.211  

Out of the Frying-Pan—into the Fire 
With regard to what is the main focus in this study, however, we are now 
getting a little ahead of ourselves. We shall return to the spring of 1969 and to 
the reason why the revelation of the higher earnings was “fatal,” although it 
fulfilled its purpose to induce the shareholders to retain their shares. As the 
International Business Digest reported in May 1969, “before its [Saint-
Gobain’s] harried management had a chance to catch its breath after the fight 
to block the BSN attempted takeover, it found itself eating its own words.”212 
Shortly after the commotion surrounding the takeover attempt had subsided, 
the collective agreements in the multinational firm expired around the same 
time in France, the United States, West Germany, and Italy. Saint-Gobain 
claimed that it could not afford big raises and the unions initially had little 
success in getting the company to meet their demands. In France, the 
company offered a modest wage increase of 3.5 percent, which was accepted 
by the majority union, the communist lead General Confederation of Labor 
(CGT),213 and a smaller union, the General Confederation of Executives 
(CGC).214 Levinson associated this choice by the CGT with its close relation 
to the French Communist Party:  

 
Subjected to the strong, centralized authority of the confederal organs, 
itself under the influence of the Communist Party’s central authority, the 
policy of this union has been to favor industry-wide patterns of 
negotiation on a national or regional basis. This makes it possible to 
orient trade union action in conformity with Party and electoral 
interests.215 

 
The ICF’s French affiliate, the CFDT,216 however, initially refused to accept 
this offer. According to Levinson, the offer was “derisively low compared to 
announced profits, even taking into account the national wage increase 
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granted to all French workers in June 1968.”217 But as a minority union at the 
company, it had no choice but to accept the terms of the new agreement being 
valid from March 1.218  

In the United States, a three-year labor contract between the ASG and the 
UGCW ended on March 15, 1969. The parties met for about a week before 
that day in Memphis, Tennessee, to agree on a new contract. When the ASG 
negotiators met with the UGCW representatives in the opening negotiations, 
they had one priority objective: the operating procedures of the sheet glass 
plants had to be streamlined and made more effective. According to the local 
newspaper, The Jeannette News Dispatch, the ASG had taken the position that 
“changes in operating procedures and manpower must be made to meet the 
rising threats of competition, especially from foreign imports.”219 

The package of increases in wages and fringe benefits that ASG offered 
the UGCW in the initial negotiations was worth approximately $1.06 per 
hour over the next three years, including fringe benefits. The increase in wages 
consisted partly of a raised minimum wage for all work assignments, and 
partly of a cost-of-living clause that would raise the wages gradually over the 
next three years (the lifespan of the contract) based on an index of consumer 
prices. The benefits included hospitalization and health insurance, a life 
insurance of $4,000 and pension improvements. According to Armond Conte, 
the Jeannette plant’s assistant manager, the company was offering increases in 
wages and benefits “more than double” anything granted in previous contracts 
and better than what the contracts of one of its major competitors and equal to 
what another granted.220 

Armond Conte’s reference to the contracts in competing flat glass 
companies may be explained by the practice of “pattern bargaining” in the US 
flat glass industry. According to ICF’s secretary-general Charles Levinson, 
there had grown up the practice in the United States of smaller unions and 
employers waiting for the results achieved by a union with a leading firm and 
then making them the basis for their own agreements. This practice, hence, 
was the extension of a particular plant agreement to other companies in the 
industry.221 There is reason to believe that pattern bargaining was used in 
ASG. According to Herbert Northrup and Richard Rowan, the big flat glass 
companies Libbey-Owens-Ford (LOF) and Pittsburgh Plate Glass (PPG), 
bargaining jointly, historically had agreed to the UGCW’s position that they 
should follow the automobile industry’s pattern of collective agreement 
because of the significance of that industry as a flat glass consumer. The 
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smaller flat glass companies followed along despite their different product 
markets. In 1968, LOF agreed to a contract that UGCW called “the biggest 
and best contract ever negotiated in the long history of the United Glass and 
Ceramic Workers of America.” The contract granted a minimum increase of 
$1 per hour including fringe benefits over three years for most employees, 
which the UGCW claimed “parallels settlements the United Auto Workers 
made with the Big Three car manufacturers.”222 In this respect, the offer made 
by ASG in March, 1969, consisting of a total increase of $1.06 per hour, 
seems to have been based on the automobile industry’s pattern. In exchange 
for this package, however, the company demanded manpower reductions in 
the tank department amounting to a total of 35 workers or 2.7 percent of the 
workforce, which was warranted by the need to increase ASG’s 
competitiveness. The Jeannette plant would lose 13 employees, the Arnold 
plant 12, and the Okmulgee plant 10.223 

According to Levinson, Saint-Gobain had embarked on an intense 
program of investment at this time. Several new plants, including float glass 
plants, were close to becoming on-stream. Others were being merged and the 
older ones shut down. As a consequence, the threat of unemployment was 
hanging over thousands of Saint-Gobain workers.224 This concern of the 
workers is confirmed by the Jeannette News Dispatch, which states that the 
workers were uncertain as to the future of the ASG and anticipated changes in 
the operational procedures which they feared would result in substantial lay-
offs in the near future. Therefore, they were anxious to negotiate terms 
concerning improved job security and severance pay.225 The offer made by 
ASG, therefore, was criticized by the UGCW in several respects.  

According to Levinson, the UGCW refused the ASG’s offer since it was 
based on company’s profit position in the United States. Instead, it forced the 
company to bargain on world consolidated profit (which was considerably 
higher). The Jeannette News Dispatch, however, provides a different version: 
William Octave, president of Local 21 (Jeannette, Pa.), admitted that the 
company offered “a pretty fair package,” but that it amounted to asking the 
union “to pay for it by accepting cutbacks in manpower.”226 Octave argued that 
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the union did not want to negotiate away jobs across the table “when the 
company has the right at any time to reduce their manpower through 
automation.” William Octave also claimed that ASG’s offer would put the 
striking workers far behind wages and fringe benefits granted to workers of the 
ASG’s American competitors. Octave complained that the company’s offer 
lacked items such as a complete paid-up hospitalization and insurance 
program, drug program, adjustments for nonbonus workers, night-turn 
differentials, better funeral provisions and better pensions, granted to other 
glassworkers. The ASG workers would in fact fall 40 cents per hour behind 
their American colleagues, he argued.227 On the local level, therefore, the 
ASG’s offer was not refused because it was based on the financial position of 
the subsidiary (and not on the consolidated earnings of the parent company), 
but because it was premised on a manpower reduction and would put the ASG 
workers behind the PPG Industries and Libbey-Owens-Ford workers in terms 
of wages and fringe benefits.  

Regardless of the reason, however, the UGCW ultimately refused the 
ASG’s initial offer and made a counter-proposal. According to a Saint-
Gobain document, the UGCW was demanding a total wage raise of $1.21 per 
hour over the next three years, better job security, and no manpower 
reductions.228 According to the Saint-Gobain document, this would have cost 
the company $110,760 more per year than its own offer.229 It was also 
markedly higher than what the UGCW had accepted for its members in the 
Greenland, Tennessee, plant of ASG in January 1969. According to a local 
newspaper, The Johnson City Press, the Greenland workers gained a wage 
increase of six percent the first year and five percent for the second and third 
year respectively—a total wage increase of no more than 16 percent over the 
next three years, while the wage-demand made in March for the three sheet 
glass plants corresponded to a 27 percent increase over the next three years.230 
It would be easy to connect this difference to the labor coalition formed in 
support of the various trade unions bargaining with Saint-Gobain in the 
spring of 1969. But this explanation does not hold, since the Saint-Gobain 
World Council was established after the UGCW had presented its counter-
proposal to the ASG. Another, more credible, reason for the difference may 
be that the wages of the Greenland workers were higher than those of the 
three sheet glass plants to begin with. The actual wages of the Greenland 
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workers have not been studied, but the Greenland plant primarily produced 
plate glass, which implies that it depended on the automobile industry and the 
fluctuations in that business. The glass operations in Jeannette, Arnold, and 
Okmulgee, on the other hand, exclusively produced sheet glass, which was 
primarily sold to the less profitable building industry.  

On the closing day of the old contract, consequently, the parties had not 
yet been able to come to terms and the old agreement was extended on a day-
to-day basis until negotiations were to be resumed.231 In the meantime, on 
March 26, the UGCW reached an agreement with PPG Industries which was 
more or less equal to the Libbey-Owens-Ford agreement signed in November, 
1968. It was, moreover, not premised on a workforce reduction.232  

The Saint-Gobain World Council 
The tight-fisted wage bargaining by Saint-Gobain did not go hand-in-hand 
with the rosy profit picture announced by the company during the recent 
takeover fend-off. Therefore, when the United States workers in the American 
Saint Gobain Corporation was not granted wage parity with their American 
colleagues in competing firms, and negotiations were soon to begin with 
Saint-Gobain’s West German and Italian subsidiaries, labor revolted. On 
March 29, trade union representatives of workers affected by the negotiations, 
and of Saint-Gobain’s employees in Belgium, Norway, Sweden, and 
Switzerland, were summoned by Charles Levinson to a meeting at the 
headquarters of the International Federation of Chemical and General 
Workers’ Unions (ICF) in Geneva and elaborated guidelines for a 
transnational trade union cooperation against Saint-Gobain. Assurances of full 
cooperation with the Saint-Gobain World Council also came from ICF 
affiliates in Argentina and Brazil. The main purpose of the international union 
coalition was said to be to prevent the company from breaking a strike in one 
country by filling orders from subsidiaries in other countries. At a press 
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conference after the meeting, the delegation declared that Saint-Gobain was 
now the target of an international trade union coalition.233 The meeting was 
attended by delegates from eight countries, for instance Ralph Reiser, 
president of the UGCW of North America, Pier Franco Collina, secretary of 
the UILCID in Italy, and Noël Mandray, representative of the French 
CFDT.234 (Table 2.)  

 
Table 2. Delegates at the international trade union meeting in Geneva on 
March 31, 1969, when the Saint-Gobain World Council was established. 
Delegate(s) Trade union Country 
Jean de Nooze La Centrale Générale (also co-

president of the ICF Glass 
Industry Section 

Belgium 

Noël Mandray CFDT France 
J. Bachert, K. Büker, H. 
Drescher, and J. 
Scherschel 

IG Chemie-Papier-Keramik Federal Republic of 
Germany 

Pier Franco Collina 
 

Unione Italiana Lavoratori 
Chimici e delle Industrie Diverse 
(UILCID) 

Italy 

Guiseppe Ulivi Organizzazione Sindicale fra i 
Lavoratori Chimici ed Affini 
(Federchimici) 

Italy 

L. Andresen Norsk Kjemisk 
Industriarbeiderforbund 

Norway 

Lennart Vallstrand Svenska Fabriksarbetareförbundet Sweden 
A. Buffet Fédération Suisse des Ouvriers sur 

Bois et Bâtiment (FOBB) 
Switzerland 

Ralph Reiser, T. Barns, 
and A. Dipella 

The United Glass and Ceramic 
Workers of North America, AFL-
CIO, CLC 

United States 

Source: “Historical ICF Action on Saint-Gobain” (account by Charles Levinson, general 

secretary of the ICF), Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and Urban Affairs, Detroit, 

United Auto Workers International Affairs Department, Reuther & Rebhan Collection 

1968–1972, box 25, folder 9 “International Federation of Chemical Workers, April 1969.” 

Specifically, the delegates made the following six agreements: 
 

1. A standing committee at the ICF headquarters shall coordinate 
negotiations in the four countries and “implement measures of 
support” when needed. 

                                                        
233 Press release from ICF, March 27, 1969, folder 25, box 25, UAW International Affairs 
Department, Reuther and Rebhan Collection 1968–72, Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and 
Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, United States. 
234 “Circolare n. 4/ Vetro. Prot. n. 1321/69,” folder 25, box 25, UAW International Affairs 
Department, Reuther and Rebhan Collection 1968–72, Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and 
Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, United States. 



 98

2. No contract will be signed in any country without approval of the 
standing ICF committee.  

3. International support will be given to those forced to go out on strike 
by all unions representing workers in Saint-Gobain worldwide. 

4. Financial assistance will be given to a union on strike to help prevent 
losing a strike because of economic reasons.  

5. In the case of a strike in any plant, necessary measures will be taken to 
prevent the transfer of production to this plant. 

6. Unions will cease working overtime in all Saint-Gobain plants in case 
of a strike in any country.235 

 
These agreements constituted the birth of the Saint-Gobain World Council. 
According to Levinson, it was also agreed that he and Adolf Knecht, 
representative of a Swiss affiliate, should contact and arrange a meeting with 
the directors of Saint-Gobain International in Fribourg, Switzerland. This 
company was a supervisory division for all Saint-Gobain plants except for 
those in France, Italy, and West Germany.236 This nourishes the idea that the 
World Council gave priority to the American workers’ interests. Otherwise, 
they would probably have referred the matter to the headquarters in Paris, 
which would have been the highest authority for the negotiating trade unions 
in France, Italy, and West Germany. 

The delegates had thereby embarked on a path begun by the International 
Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) in 1966. In that year, IMF had established 
four World Councils in the automobile industry as an approach to the trade 
union problems provided by the growing significance multinational 
corporations.237 The Saint-Gobain World Council was the eighth in 
chronological order. (Table 3.) 

According to the ICF, the delegates attending the meeting represented 75 
percent of the company’s workers. Present at the meeting was Ralph Reiser, 
president of the UGCW. According to the French newspaper L’Express, 
Reiser stated that the unionists preferred to reach an agreement through 
bargaining, but if necessary they would strike in Saint-Gobain’s plants 
worldwide.238 When asked about the World Council, Arnaud de Vogüe, 
president of Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, responded that he only knew what 
he read in the papers. “I can’t see French workers striking in support of an 
American labor dispute,” he added.239  
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Table 3. World Corporation Councils founded before 1970. 
Year and place of foundation Corporation Instigating body 
1966 Detroit General Motors IMF 
 Detroit Ford IMF 
 Detroit Chrysler-Simca-Rootes IMF 
 Wolfsburg Volkswagen/Daimler-Benz IMF 
1967 Geneva International Harvester etc. IMF 
 Geneva Working Committee on MNCs 

in the Electro and Electronics 
Industry 

IMF 

 Brussels Philips EMB 
1969 Geneva Saint-Gobain ICF 
 Paris C.I. des Wagons Lits et du 

Tourisme 
IUF 

Source: Olle, Werner and Schoeller, Wolfgang, “World Market Competition and 

Restrictions upon International Trade-Union Policies,” Capital and Class, No. 2, 1977, pp. 

65–66. 

Abbreviations: EMB=European Federation of Metalworkers, ICF=International Federation of 

Chemical and General Workers’ Unions, IMF=International Metalworkers Federation, 

IUF=International Union of Food and Allied Workers’ Associations. 

As Stefan Rüb points out, previous research concerning the World Councils in 
the 1960s and 1970s has failed to show how the internal work of these 
councils was carried out. The same thing can be said about the Saint-Gobain 
World Council. For that reason, some comments on this made by Levinson in 
1974 may be of great value and interest to this investigation. As regards the 
composition of the World Councils, Levinson argue that all regular and 
associate member organizations (associate member was a special category of 
membership in the ICF with fewer obligations as well as rights), which 
organized workers in the companies concerned, joined the World Councils. 
Also unions that were not members of the ICF could become members, 
provided they were invited to attend by the ICF member in their country. The 
ICF secretary-general, i.e. Charles Levinson, served as executive secretary to 
all World Councils established in the ICF. Chairmen and vice-chairmen in 
the World Councils were elected from among the member unions 
representing most workers in the parent company or any of its subsidiaries. 
Each World Council appointed a working group or a small board that would 
ensure that the decisions of the council were fulfilled. In the case of the World 
Council of Saint-Gobain, Levinson writes that the federal secretary of the 
FUC-CFDT, Noël Mandray, was elected chairman and the president of the 
UGCW, Ralph Reiser, was elected vice-chairman.240  
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That Noël Mandray was elected president is logical and natural given that 
he represented the employees in the company’s home country. It is also 
consistent with the principle that the president is elected from the member 
association that represents most workers in the parent company or any of its 
subsidiaries. But the election of Ralph Reiser as vice president, although he 
did not represent workers in the company’s largest subsidiary (both the Italian 
and West German affiliates would have represented more Saint-Gobain 
employees), is noteworthy. This lapse from the basic principle may indicate 
the centrality of the interests of the American workers in the action. 

Levinson also gives a detailed description of how the World Councils at 
Michelin and Unilever worked. The description may have some interest in this 
study for two specific reasons. First, the World Council of Michelin had the 
same chairman as the Saint-Gobain World Council, Noël Mandray. In 
addition, of course, Charles Levinson also functioned as executive secretary in 
this World Council. Second, Michelin, like Saint-Gobain, was a French 
industrial company with interests in the United States. The Unilever World 
Council, therefore, may provide insights into the work of the Saint-Gobain 
World Council. 

According to Levinson, the Michelin World Councils established in 1971, 
consisted of a chairperson, a vice-chairperson, an executive board, and 
representatives of all the trade unions with members in Michelin and which 
were ICF affiliates. The chairperson was chosen among the representatives 
from the parent company. Charles Levinson himself was appointed to the 
board ex officio.241 

The objectives of the Michelin World Council were twofold: first, 
coordination of negotiations and strikes, and second, the implementation of 
the best existing working conditions throughout the multinational firm. Its 
tasks also included the circulation of an information bulletin regarding 
developments in the company and a worldwide organization campaign 
targeting Michelin employees. The Michelin World Council also adopted a 
policy regarding participation in the company’s investment decisions, since 
these decisions were held to be crucial to the future of the collective 
agreements and the employment level.242 

The Unilever World Council, established in June, 1973, had six distinct 
objectives, Levinson states. First, it intended to form a council composed of all 
trade unions representing employees in the Unilever group belonging to the 
International Union of Food Workers (IUF) and the ICF. Second, the council 
intended to improve the exchange of information between the council and its 
affiliates. Third, the council elaborated a list of prioritized demands toward 
multinational companies. Fourth, the council supported the affiliates in their 
efforts to implement demands, organize the Unilever employees, and make 
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sure that complaints were heard and dealt with. Fifth, the council elaborated 
future activities with regard to contacts with the central management of the 
company and with regard to potential strikes. Sixth, the council was 
committed to forming a working group with responsibility for the realization 
of these goals.243 

To sum up, the overall purpose of the Saint-Gobain Council was said to be 
the prevention of strikebreaking by the company through transferring or 
threatening to transfer production to another country. This purpose is also 
reflected in the specific agreements reached regarding for instance, the refusal 
of overtime in the case of a strike by any of the trade unions involved. From 
the Michelin and Unilever examples, it is also possible to conclude that the 
Saint-Gobain World Council represented an attempt to centralize bargaining 
responsibilities among the trade unions in the flat glass industry. Of course, 
this can be viewed as an encroachement on a traditionally national field of 
responsibility within the union movement, but it was designed to bring 
negotiations to higher organizational level within the corporations, which 
ultimately would lead to the harmonization of wages and working conditions.  

The Saint-Gobain World Council was, moreover, by all standards a small 
group in a trade union context. The delegates present at the meeting 
amounted to 14 trade unionists representing nine trade unions from eight 
countries. According to Louis Turner, ICF’s costs for coordinating this 
international offensive were very modest. A mere 700 Swiss francs ($130) 
covered its expenses, of which half paid for drinks to the journalists at the 
press conference on March 29.244  

It is also noteworthy that Levinson took on perhaps the hardest role of 
executive secretary in all of the World Councils. From purely operational 
considerations, this seems very inefficient, and, at the same time, the burden 
to Levinson must have been extreme given that nearly 30 World Councils 
were organized during Levinson’s time in the ICF. Worth noting is the 
prominent position awarded to Ralph Reiser despite the fact that he 
represented one of the smaller trade unions in Saint-Gobain. One 
interpretation is that Reiser was one of the more energetic delegates of the 
World Council and that the Americans had one of the greatest interests in the 
company being prevented from moving glass to a striking plant.  

It should also be emphasized that the Saint-Gobain World Council was 
not the first to be established. The glass industry was not the first branch, or 
even the second, in which world councils were formed. The impact in the 
media should therefore have a slightly different explanation than that the 
Saint-Gobain World Council was the first of its kind. This strengthens 
Northrup and Rowan’s assertion that the media breakthrough had a lot to do 
with Levinson’s publicity sense. It is also worth noting, before moving on, that 
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the Saint-Gobain World Council was not based on any agreement that 
amounted to limiting or thwarting communist trade unions, which had not 
participated in the Geneva meeting. The assumption that anti-communism 
was one of the main ideological motives for the World Council cannot be 
confirmed, therefore, at least not so far. 

“Far Apart on All Issues”—the American 
Negotiations Break Down Again 
Within days of the founding of the Saint-Gobain World Council, 
negotiations began in West Germany. From the onset of negotiations, the 
West German union, IG Chemie-Papier-Keramik, notified the employer of 
its commitment to the international labor coalition. According to Levinson, 
an agreement was reached “several weeks” thereafter which met virtually all 
the demands of the union. Provisions regarding job security were particularly 
advantageous and the union also gained the demanded 7.5 percent wage 
increase.245 The provision of this agreement was conveyed to the other unions 
in the World Council, which, according to Levinson, strengthened their 
position in the negotiations.246 

According to Pier Franco Collina, secretary of the Italian union UILCID, 
Saint-Gobain tried to undermine the World Council by arguing that a 
settlement had already been reached in Italy. In a circular letter written by 
Collina, dated April 2, this was said to be a fallacy since negotiations between 
Saint-Gobain and the Italian affiliates were scheduled for April 22 and May 8, 
1969.247 If this is correct, certainly no contract had been signed in Italy at the 
time of the World Council meeting in Geneva.  

According to Levinson’s version of the course of events, the ICF’s Italian 
affiliates held negotiations with Saint-Gobain on April 22 and 23, which is 
consistent with Collina’s statement. The April negotiations were broken off 
before an agreement was reached. Resumption of negotiations was scheduled 
for May 8.248 According to Collina’s circular letter, however, the May 8 
negotiations were already scheduled in early April, which defies the idea that 
the April negotiations were broken off solely due to contract disagreements. It 
is more likely that a number of items in the contract were scheduled to be 
discussed on that date.  
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After nearly six weeks on an extended contract, the American parties re-
opened negotiations in St. Louis, Missouri, on Monday, April 28. According 
to a spokesman for Local 21 in Jeannette, the parties were “quite far apart on 
all issues.”249 A federal mediator, sent by the U.S. Mediation and Conciliation 
Service, participated in the St. Louis negotiations, but was unable to do 
anything because of the wide differences.250 

Already on Wednesday afternoon, April 30, negotiations were broken off 
once again. This time, a strike order was sent to the Jeannette, Arnold, and 
Okmulgee glass workers.251 According to Charles Levinson, the glassworkers’ 
president, Ralph Reiser, told the company that there was no purpose in 
continuing negotiations since the company’s negotiators did not have 
permission from Paris to negotiate beyond certain limits, and he challenged 
the company to bring in representatives with authority to make these 
decisions. Since the company did not comply, the union shut the plants down, 
states Levinson.252  

Soon, the strikers would receive support from high quarters. During the 
strike in the ASG, the ICF informed the UGCW of the financial position of 
the parent company and stated that Saint-Gobain could afford on a 
conglomerate level any reasonable demands from its unions. ICF, as well as 
individual ICF affiliates, also expressed their support for the demands 
expressed by the UGCW in the negotiations with ASG. On May 8, The 
Jeannette News Dispatch reported that Local 21 of the UGCW had received 
the following words in a letter of support from the ICF: 
 

In the name of three million Saint-Gobain workers in 80 countries 
affiliated with the ICF, we back you solidly in your fight for better wages, 
severance provisions and job security. Compagnie de St. Gobain, which 
owns 58 per cent of the controlling stock of American Saint Gobain, 
increased their earnings 35 per cent in 1968 and can afford any 
reasonable demands from its unions.253 
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The citation contains some factual errors. According to all other sources, 
Saint-Gobain only had approximately 100,000 employees in a total of 12 
countries—not three million in 80 countries.254 These latter numbers probably 
refer to the ICF’s total membership via affiliated trade union organizations 
across the world in all companies. This error could represent a 
misunderstanding on the part of the news reporter, but given the fact that 
Levinson was accused of fabrications, it may also have been a convenient “slip 
of the pen” on his part, particularly so since the other numbers are accurate by 
all estimations. 

Other elements in the citation seem to be more accurate. The letter refers 
to data concerning Saint-Gobain’s profit situation in 1968. According to a 
letter sent by the Saint-Gobain management to all the shareholders in January, 
1969, the company’s profits were said to be up 35 percent in 1968 instead of 
14 as acknowledged earlier.255  

This illustrates how a letter from the ICF reached all the way down in the 
trade union hierarchy to the level of the individual local, and the promise of 
support from such a heavy organization must have been inspiring to the 
American glassworkers. 

Telegrams from French, Italian, and West German workers are also cited 
in the paper. The French workers stated that they were “solidly behind our 
fellow American workers,” the Italian workers claimed to be “extremely aware 
of your struggle for severance provisions and job security and we are behind 
you all the way … we will be negotiating for the same things in the next few 
days,” and the West German workers informed that although they had already 
signed their agreement, they would not ship any glass into the United 
States.256 Nothing in the telegrams, however, is mentioned of the World 
Council or the effort to coordinate negotiations in the various countries. 

On May 11, William Octave, president of Local 21 in Jeannette, stated 
that the union rejected the ASG’s economic results as a basis for negotiating 
the workers’ compensation. Instead, it referred to Saint-Gobain’s aggregate 
conglomerate earnings and stated that the parent company could meet any 
reasonable union demands put forward by the UGCW. “It is hard for the 
union to believe that the parent company would let its subsidiaries flounder 
and go out of business, unless this is their intention,” he stated. Notably, the 
UGCW rank and file does not seem to have been informed of the support 
from trade unions overseas and of the consolidated earnings of Saint-Gobain 
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until after their strike had begun. Nothing in the sources substantiates the 
statement by Levinson that the union had rejected the subsidiary’s financial 
performance as the basis for negotiations prior to this date. If this is correct, 
the statement that the UGCW broke off negotiations on this ground is also 
false. The management, in response to this statement, claimed that the parent 
company in France, Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, would not come to ASG’s 
rescue.257 The subsidiary was on its own and had to make its own profits.  

The UGCW president Ralph Reiser met with ASG representatives on 
several occasions during the strike. At one such meeting, on May 14, Reiser 
told the ASG’s human relations’ director that he hoped to convince the union 
to accept a compromise. He would not, however, compromise the 
commitment of his trade union on the international level.258 

The Strike Action 
The strike took place at ASG’s three sheet glass plants in the United States: 
the Jeannette and Arnold plants, Pennsylvania, and the Okmulgee plant, 
Oklahoma.  

The union and the company agreed that the strike would begin with an 
orderly shutdown at 4 p.m. on May 2, 1969.259 The strike started, however, 
somewhat earlier in the Jeannette and Arnold plants. The company regarded 
this as a premature shutdown and accused the workers of violating their 
agreement. According to union representatives, the workers at the Jeannette 
plant began the strike with the second shift on April 30, so that there would 
be enough time for the shutdown before 4 p.m. May 2. At the Arnold plant, 
which at the time had no production going on, it was “natural” that they all 
went on strike immediately, stated a UGCW officer, and the strike started 
Thursday morning, May 1. At the Okmulgee plant, the strike started 
according to the agreement.260 The strike lasted until May 25, however, at all 
three plants.  

According to Charles Levinson, the timing of the strike was adjusted to 
the Italian Saint-Gobain workers’ negotiations. When their negotiations were 
put on hold on April 23, the Italian parties had agreed to resume negotiations 
on May 8. When the American workers declared their intention of striking, 
the Italian workers requested through the World Council that the American 
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workers postpone their strike to the first week in May so that the action would 
coincide with the resumption of negotiations in Italy. When the negotiations 
in Italy broke down in early May, the two Italian unions declared their 
intention of going out on a 72-hour strike. Before that action was carried out, 
however, the company agreed to resume negotiations and subsequently 
conceded “virtually a 100 per cent” of the union’s initial demand. The threat of 
having a strike situation in two countries simultaneously “persuaded the 
company to take a more responsible position,” Levinson concluded.261 This 
timely coordination of labor actions in the United States and Italy is one of the 
key elements that made the action a success, Levinson maintains.  

There is, however, reason to doubt that the coincidence of the strike 
actions in the United States and Italy was a deliberate outcome on the part of 
the World Council. First, according to the Taft-Hartley Act enacted in 1947, 
American trade unions were not allowed to strike at will. This act was adopted 
in order to protect the public against inconvenience or injury when strikes or 
lockouts took place. Therefore, strikes and lockouts were to be delayed and, if 
possible, prevented by provisions for a 60-day notice of demands for alteration 
of a contract—“a ‘cooling-off’ period in which the process of mediation or 
conciliation might operate,” states Henry Pelling.262 The time that passed 
from the initial breakdown of negotiations on March 15 until the resumption 
of negotiations on April 28, a total of 44 days, may have been occasioned by 
this provision in the Taft-Hartley Act, given that the UGCW announced 
changes in the collective agreement sixteen days prior to the breakdown of the 
negotiations. 

Second, when some wage negotiations in the United States break down, 
the result is a “holdout,” i.e. a continuation of the old contract until a new 
contract is signed or until either party resorts to a strike or a lockout. As the 
Swedish historian Christer Thörnqvist emphasizes, the holdout is a weaker 
means of bringing pressure to bear on the employer than the strike. Its 
primary aim is to keep the employer on tenterhooks and allows the trade 
union to not sign an agreement which it finds deficient but without having to 
resort to overt, and more costly, conflict.263 According to economists Peter 
Crampton and Joseph Tracy, an overwhelming majority of all disputes in 
North American wage negotiations between 1970 and 1989 involved a 
holdout. The mean duration of these holdouts was 63 days.264 The 1969 ASG 
dispute fits neatly into this picture with its 44 days’ wait from the breakdown 
of negotiations until the commencement of the strike.  
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In the May issue of The Glass Workers News, third, glassworker Eugene 
Mangan reported that the Jeannette plant (as well as the Arnold and 
Okmulgee plants) was working on an extended contract in April. “By the time 
this article is read,” he continued, “I do hope we have a new contract and you 
all are happy.” This indicates that neither he nor his fellow rank and file 
glassworkers had any information about a strike being postponed.265 It is most 
probable therefore, that the UGCW leadership did not decide to strike until 
April 30, when the negotiations in fact broke down once again. The 
coincidence of negotiations in Italy and the United States may have served 
labor well, but it is not very likely that it was produced by the World Council. 
If it was produced by the World Council, the American rank and file trade 
unionists had no knowledge of that. This is also an indication of a (small) 
degree of integration of the union locals with the action of the World Council. 

In total, 1,292 glass workers organized by the UGCW were affected by the 
strike.266 About 500 of them were employed at the Jeannette plant and 440 
workers were affected at the Arnold plant. Here, operations were down since 
December, 1967, and only approximately 100 employees were working on 
rebuilding a major tank so that production could be resumed in the near 
future. The strike, however, officially affected all of the 440 members of the 
Arnold local. Over 350 workers, finally, were affected by the strike at the 
Okmulgee, Oklahoma, plant.267  

The strike did not only affect the UGCW members. About 90 members of 
the League were furloughed during the strike, due to the standstill of the 
operations.268 Moreover, 26 members of Local 97, a clerical union affiliated 
with the UGCW, were also furloughed by the company due to the strike.269  

In Jeannette and Arnold, strike headquarters were set up and membership 
meetings were called for Saturday, May 3, 1969, to bear a report on the 
negotiations.270 At the union meeting in Jeannette, 380 members of Local 21 
showed up and they gave their support to the union leadership in its strike 
strategy. According to UGCW District 1 president Sam Saloum, the 
membership was backing the strategy “more than 99 per cent.”271 Since only 
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380 out of approximately 500 members of Local 21 attended the meeting, the 
99 percent figure is in fact unsupported. No mention of a meeting in 
Okmulgee has been found in the sources.  

Arrangements were made for picket lines around the three plants.272 The 
picketing seems to have been peaceful, except for one incident at the Jeannette 
plant which erupted into some degree of overt confrontation. The company 
had requested permission from the strikers to ship glass from the plant, but 
the union refused. On May 7, after five days of strike, a nonunion truck driver 
forced through the picket line and bumped and bruised some of the workers. 
“Only their ability to move quickly saved them,” William Octave, president of 
Local 21, stated. The pickets finally managed to stop the truck and made the 
driver return to the docks. He was ultimately allowed to leave unharmed, 
“even though the temperament of the pickets was to retaliate for his action in 
trying to run them down and threatening them with an iron bar.” The 
situation got so serious that the police was called in to prevent violence.273 

Even if the strike did not only affect the UGCW members, the strikers 
received tokens of sympathy and cash contributions from the local community. 
In Okmulgee, the workers obtained assistance from other trade union locals, 
individual members of the Glass Cutters League, and some of the business 
people in Okmulgee and Henryetta.274 In Jeannette, Local 21 released a letter 
after the strike expressing thanks to “friends, fellow townspeople, businessmen 
and others.”275 One interpretation is that this solidarity that various members 
of the local community demonstrated with the glass workers expressed a kind 
of local cohesion against the global capital—a polarization between the local 
and the global. But given that the local press reported that the strike was 
caused by the company’s refusal to give its employees the same conditions as 
other employers in the flat glass business did in other American communities, 
it is perhaps more reasonable to believe that this was local solidarity which was 
directed against the local employer.  

Financially, the month-long strike against the ASG was not a big burden 
to the UGCW. According to the Officers’ Report of 1970, the strike fund 
disbursement attributed to the strike amounted to no more than $20,000. The 
total strike fund disbursement from April 1, 1969, to March 31, 1970, was 
over $176,000, and this sum represented only 7.2 percent of the total UGCW 
expenses for that period. In fact, the UGCW increased its strike fund from 
$591,000 to almost $604,000 from March 31, 1969, to March 31, 1970—the 
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fiscal year in which the strike against the ASG took place.276 The UGCW, 
consequently, was a very strong union financially with no apparent need for 
help from the outside. From the UGCW’s point of view, the involvement in 
the international labor coalition was at least not about raising financial 
support. Other parts of the international trade union coordination might have 
been more important, such as the agreement to refuse overtime work and glass 
transfers to prevent the company from breaking a strike by transferring 
production between its various subsidiaries.  

The Final Settlement 
The workers were prepared for quite a long strike. Local 21 members expected 
that a settlement of the dispute might have had to await negotiations between 
the company and the League, scheduled in June, 1969.277 Further negotiations 
were not that late, however, but were resumed on May 20. After a couple of 
days, in the early morning hours of May 22, an agreement was reached. Work 
was resumed by May 25.  

According to The Glass Workers News, the final agreement included an 
average wage increase of approximately $1.14 per hour including benefits over 
a three-year period.278 This was approximately $0.08 per hour above the 
original offer made by ASG in March, 1969. According to Northrup and 
Rowan, however, the raise is more likely to have been somewhere between 
$1.06 and $1.07 per hour in view of the account in The Glass Workers News of 
the items that comprised the settlement.279  

Unfortunately, what the settlement actually amounted to has not been 
possible to determine in this investigation since the actual agreement has not 
been recovered.280 A rather detailed summary in The Glass Workers News, 
however, is indicative of the content of the agreement. The cost-of-living 
clause, it was agreed, would give workers $0.05 per hour the first year, 
between $0.08 and $0.11 per hour the second year, and between $0.11 and 
$0.21 per hour the third year, depending on the development of the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics’ Consumer Price Index. This was equal to the Libbey-Owens-
Ford and Pittsburgh Plate Glass pattern and to what ASG offered when 
negotiations started.281 Consequently, it was included in the original increase 
of $1.06 per hour and cannot account for the possible extra raise.  

                                                        
276 “Officers’ Report to the Constitutional Convention 1970,” pp. 89, 99, call no. 331.88661 Un3o 
(Stacks), Ohio Historical Society Archives/Library, Columbus, Ohio. 
277 Teske, Paul D., “Glass Workers Give Support to Strike Strategy,” Jeannette News Dispatch, May 5, 
1969. 
278 “St. Gobain Contracts Ratified,” The Glass Workers News, Vol. 35, Aug. 1969, p. 4. 
279 Northrup and Rowan 1974, p. 118. 
280 Apparently, Northrup and Rowan did not have access to the actual agreement either since they 
based their assessment on the account in The Glass Workers News.  
281 “St. Gobain Contracts Ratified,” The Glass Workers News, Aug. 1969, p. 1; “ASG Gives Details of 
Offer to Union,” Jeannette News Dispatch, May 9, 1969. 



 110

The Glass Workers News also states that severance pay was agreed to, equal 
to what Libbey-Owens-Ford and Pittsburgh Plate Glass workers had gained. 
An employee who, after being laid-off for a continuous period of six months, 
terminated his service was entitled to $78.36 for each year of service minus 
two years.282 Judging from the PPG contract of February 16, 1969, this is 
equal to what the PPG workers were granted.283 As Northrup and Rowan 
illustrate, this provision was greatly exaggerated by Levinson in his account.284 
Levinson maintains that this clause in the agreement would afford a dismissed 
worker who had ten years of service in a plant about $1,300 from the 
company.285 But actually, he would only receive half of that sum, since ten 
years minus two times $78.36 equals $626.88. Nevertheless, this was not 
offered to the UGCW members in the opening negotiations and may be one 
of the most important gains won by the UGCW. This certainly would 
account for at least a portion of the extra eight cents per hour in the 
calculation of the final agreement. This may be one of the main reasons why 
the UGCW finally signed the contract, since it corresponded to their fear of 
future job losses.  

On the other hand, the final agreement included manpower reductions. 
Edward C. Good, vice-president of the labor relations and industrial 
engineering departments of ASG, stated in 1972 that the UGCW agreed to 
manpower reductions and the elimination of certain work practices.286 The 
Glass Workers News also states that the UGCW had to concede a manpower 
reduction in the tank department. A reduced standard organization for the 
Breakers was agreed to.287 This had been a part of the original proposal 
presented by the company in March, and, as it seems, the union was not able 
to escape this term. 

Other terms in the final settlement have not been possible to compare with 
the original demand due to vague definitions in the sources. For instance, The 
Glass Workers News states that all employees were granted an additional $2,000 
life insurance compared to the old contract.288 What the sources reveal about 
the original offer on this point is that the company offered to pay for a life 
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insurance valued at $4,000.289 Depending on the old life insurance, the 
additional $2,000 may, or may not, have adjusted this original amount. The 
agreement also included a $4,000 accidental death and dismemberment 
insurance, an improved hospitalization plan, better accident and sickness 
benefits, and pension improvements. Regarding the original offer on these 
terms, however, the sources only reveal that they were “included.” They do not 
say to what amount, which makes it impossible to conclude whether UGCW 
succeeded in raising the original offer or not.  

Additional benefits granted to the workers that are not mentioned in the 
sources as parts of the original offer were the following: increased bridge and 
transition insurance, higher accident and sickness benefits, and one extra 
holiday—Christmas Eve.290 These provisions may, or may not, have been 
included in the original offer. 

The glass workers were content with the settlement. The agreement was 
ratified by the UGCW members on May 25. More than 80 percent voted in 
support of the agreement.291 Bill Hancock of Local 10, Okmulgee, reported in 
July, 1969, that they got a contract “that was or will be appreciated by all.”292 
Samuel Saloum, president of District 1, stated that the wage and benefit 
package determined in 1969 was the biggest ever negotiated with ASG by the 
UGCW.293 

Naturally, it is impossible to determine exactly what significance the strike 
and the World Council had for the outcome of these negotiations. One 
observation, however, may indicate that it had some impact. In June 1969, the 
month after the UGCW’s strike, the Window Glass Cutters’ League of 
America was scheduled to renegotiate its contract with ASG. These 
negotiations did not result in a wage raise as high as the one gained by the 
UGCW just one month earlier. According to a letter from an executive board 
member of the ASG, R. Lacharme, to the chief executive officer of the ASG, 
J.C. Knochel, the League, which was not affiliated to the ICF, won a total 
wage increase of no more than 87 cents per hour for the following three years, 
compared to the alleged 106 or 114 cents per hour for the UGCW 
members.294 This may, of course, also depend on various other factors, such as 
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a different wage level to begin with and changing technological requirements 
of the workforce, reducing the demand for craft cutters. 

The Aftermath of the International Labor Offensive 
against Saint-Gobain 

Hardships for the ASG and Unsuccessful Ventures by Saint-
Gobain in Scandinavia 
According to Northrup and Rowan, the strike set back ASG considerably. 
Northrup and Rowan state that banks withdrew credit, and for a time it was 
speculated that the company would cease production entirely. The parent 
company did not rescue its American subsidiary, they maintain.295 

These statements are confirmed by a number of remarks by the ASG 
management and by the subsequent development in the company. The ASG’s 
annual report of 1970 states that the company lost approximately three million 
dollars in sales because of the strike.296 J.C. Knochel, director of ASG, 
regretted that days were lost in the strike “since the final settlement was 
approximately what we had offered the men when negotiations broke down on 
April 30.” On the other hand, Knochel added, the contract signed would 
expire on April 2, 1972, which would get negotiations between the Greenland 
and the sheet glass plants further apart, which had been the desire of the 
management.297 One of the Executive Board members, however, does not 
seem to have been very upset with the outcome. In a reply to Knochel, board 
member R. Lacharme expressed satisfaction at the terms of the sheet glass 
contract. He also congratulated Knochel and his negotiating team “on the 
firmness with which you carried on these debates.”298 

Production at the Arnold plant of ASG was temporarily resumed after the 
strike until September 26, 1969. At that time, it was terminated once again. 
The plant was officially closed on January 4, 1970, and sold in September.299 
Eventually, the Okmulgee plant faced a similar destiny. In November, 1974, 
Okmulgee was shut down indefinitely.300 
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Northrup and Rowan indicate that the strike was one of the main reasons 
for the termination of the Arnold plant of ASG. The fact is, however, that 
production in the Arnold plant had been halted in February 1969, several 
months prior to the strike. True, the strike may have contributed to the fact 
that the Arnold plant never recovered fully, but it cannot have been the prime 
cause of its problems.  

In the summer of 1970, rumors had for some time circulated that Saint-
Gobain was preparing to divest itself of its American holdings. One of the 
reasons listed by the company was the strike by the UGCW in May 1969, 
which put the company in financial difficulties, according to Bill Hancock, 
glassworker at the Okmulgee plant. In early June 1970, finally, the Johnson 
City Press reported that an agreement had been reached by a group of private 
investors in the United States to acquire virtually all interests in the American 
Saint Gobain Corporation from Compagnie de Saint-Gobain. The group of 
private investors was headed by Nelson Loud of Loud and Associates, one of 
the ASG board members. Others in the group were J.C. Knochel and the 
Certain-Teed Products Corporation. The acquisition was implemented in 
early August 1970, and the company’s name was changed to ASG Industries 
on this occasion.301  

Different explanations for this divestment have been put forth by different 
commentators. According to Northrup and Rowan, the company never 
recovered from the losses incurred during the conflict.302 Maurice Hamon, 
instead, points to market and technological factors. The market share that 
ASG inherited from the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation and American 
Window Glass Company was very small, and the same day the Greenland 
plant was inaugurated in 1962, the American competitors lowered their prices 
by 30 percent. Furthermore, the ASG plants were equipped with 
manufacturing processes principally developed before the Second World War. 
By the time ASG was founded, the British competitor Pilkington was 
introducing a new manufacturing technology, the float glass process, which 
within a few years would revolutionize flat glass manufacturing. Saint-Gobain 
had been asked to collaborate on the development of the process, but had 
declined for a number of reasons. When Saint-Gobain finally accepted the 
technology in 1965, its modernization program gave priority to European 
plants. Consequently, ASG was burdened with antiquated technology.303  
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According to Northrup and Rowan, the investment firm refinanced and 
reorganized the company under the name of ASG Industries and remained 
the majority holder for a number of years.304 There is reason to believe, 
however, that the reconstructed firm did not entirely abandon the outdated 
production technologies used by its predecessor. In a court appeal from 1976, 
ASG Industries seeks to annul disadvantageous freight charges for polished 
plate glass relative to float glass on interstate railroads.305 There is no reason 
that the company would have done this unless it was still manufacturing 
polished plate glass.  

In 1974, Compagnie de Saint-Gobain acquired majority holdings in the 
Swedish window glass manufacturer Emmaboda Glasverk AB. The Swedish 
flat glass industry had fallen behind technologically since the 1960s, and by 
entering the Swedish industry, Saint-Gobain was hoping to expand its market 
in Scandinavia using the new revolutionary float glass technology. Pilkington, 
the licenser of the new technology, chose however to open its own factory in 
Sweden and thereby restricted Saint-Gobain’s advances. The Emmaboda 
plant subsequently was encumbered with profitability problems and 
downsizings and was ultimately transformed into a processing and finishing 
unit.306 

It seems that one of Saint-Gobain’s major competitors chose the same path 
as Saint-Gobain when it divested itself of its American holding. At the end of 
the 1970s, Pilkington decided to close its Canadian plant, which until then 
had supplied approximately 2.5 percent of the North American flat glass 
market. “We may see glass coming into Canada from Pilkington overseas 
sources while some 350 employees are terminated at home,” UGCW 
president at the time, Joseph Roman, stated.307 Pilkington, consequently, 
made a move similar to the one made by Saint-Gobain in 1970, when the 
latter company sold its interests in the American Saint Gobain Corporation 
and gave priority to its European plants. 

The subsequent development in ASG Industries in the early 1970s may 
indicate the real basis of its financial troubles. On September 24, 1970, the 
Johnson City Press reported that ASG Industries had been certified to apply for 
adjustment assistance as provided by the United States Trade Expansion Act 
of 1962. ASG Industries was one of the first four US firms to be found 
eligible for adjustment assistance by the Department of Commerce, which 
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indicates the grave circumstances the company found itself in caused by 
growing international competition and outmoded production technologies. ASG 
Industries had applied for certification of eligibility upon President Nixon’s 
decision to authorize extension of adjustment assistance to firms in the sheet 
glass sector of the flat glass industry. The president’s decision to do so broke a 
tie vote by the Tariff Commission on an industry petition for relief of 
imports.308  

For some time during the first years of the 1970s, ASG Industries seems to 
have enjoyed rather advantageous business conditions. In February 1972, the 
rank and file UGCW member Eugene Mangan reported in The Glass Workers 
News that production had been good at ASG’s Jeannette plant during 1971. 
“Give us more of the same service in ‘72,” he prayed.309  

Mangan’s prayers seem to have been heard, for the first quarter of 1972 
also meant good business for ASG Industries. In April 1972, he reported that 
the Jeannette plant had to work at a fast pace to keep up with the orders that 
“keep coming in at an unbelievable speed.”310  

Maybe it was the financial recovery produced by this surge in orders and 
the certification to apply for adjustment assistance that inspired the 
management of ASG Industries to go on the offensive. In early 1972, ASG 
Industries acquired Kinney Vacuum Coatings which made it one of only three 
United States manufacturers producing coated, reflective glasses. The other 
two were Libbey-Owens-Ford and PPG Industries.311 Finally, it also acquired 
and introduced the float glass process in its flat glass operations. In February 
1972, The Glass Workers News reported that the Commerce Department had 
authorized a government loan to ASG to assist in the construction of a float 
glass plant in Greenland, Tennessee. The loan was authorized under 
provisions of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, which was designed to help 
companies adjust to competition from abroad caused by trade concessions 
granted by the United States.312 In April 1972, The Glass Workers News 
reported that ASG Industries also had been granted a loan from a bank 
amounting to $7,000,000 to finance a float glass operation at its Greenland, 
Tennessee, plant.313  

The construction of the float glass line at ASG Industries took almost a 
year. In May 1973, The Glass Workers News reported that the company lit its 
new float glass line at the Greenland, Tennessee, plant. The new line was 
expected to employ an additional 400 workers.314  
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The float glass process, however, was at the center of a development that 
ultimately would put ASG Industries in a very severe situation of international 
competition, regardless of its transfer to float glass production. An increasing 
portion of the world’s flat glass production was being concentrated in Eastern 
Europe during 1970s. According to a compilation prepared for the ICF’s 
Glass Industry Section committee meeting in November, 1979, Pilkington’s 
float glass technology was at the heart of Eastern Europe’s rapidly expanding 
flat glass industry.315 The UGCW’s president at the time, Joseph Roman, 
stated that “Float licenses have been granted and equipment supplied to 
communist-based countries. We may find dumping of float-type glass by 
Eastern European sources in the U.S. as well as Western European 
countries.”316 According to Edward C. Good, vice-president of personnel and 
labor relations at ASG Industries, reported in June 1975 of a very adverse 
financial situation in ASG Industries. Losses in 1974, according to Good, 
amounted to $11,575,881 and losses during the first quarter of 1975 were 
$2,892,984. “Sheet glass is a major contributor to these losses,” he stated. The 
Jeannette plant was projected by Good to incur losses of well over $2,000,000 
for 1975. “It is needless to tell you further that the Company is fighting for its 
very existence,” he added.317 

Advancements for the ICF and Charles Levinson, but New 
Concerns on the Horizon 
The ICF grew considerably in terms of membership in the years following 
immediately upon the strike in Saint-Gobain. In a circular letter dated 
September 18, 1970, Charles Levinson notified the affiliates that the largest 
increase in membership ever approved by the Executive Board at a single 
session occurred at a meeting in Basel, Switzerland, in early September, 1970. 
Nearly one million workers were added to the ranks of the ICF. This increase 
represented both new organizations (12) in several different countries and 
increases in the membership of existing affiliates. Notably, however, none of 
the new affiliates came from the glass industry and none of them formerly 
belonged to communist trade union federations. By the end of 1970, Levinson 
expected the increase to amount to 1,200,000 new members, bringing the total 
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membership of ICF to approximately 3,200,000. His projection for 1971 
indicated that another million would be added to ICF’s total membership.318  

The ICF continued to establish World Councils designated to individual 
multinational corporations throughout the 1970s. (Table 4.) In the last quarter 
of 1973, no less than 18 World Councils were yet planned to be founded.319 
(Table 5.) 

 
 
Table 4. World Councils established by ICF affiliates before November 
1973. 
Date Company and country of 

origin 
Main production 

May, 1969 Saint-Gobain, France Glass 
June, 1971 Michelin, France Tires and rubber 
June, 1971 Dunlop-Pirelli, Great Britain 

and Italy 
Tires and rubber 

September, 1971 Rhône-Poulenc, France Chemicals 
September, 1971 Kimberly Clark, United States Paper 
February, 1972 W.R. Grace & Co., United 

States 
Food and Chemicals 

October, 1972 Ciba-Geigy, Switzerland Chemicals and Medicines 
October, 1972 Hoffman-La Roche, 

Switzerland 
Chemicals and Medicines 

October, 1972 AKZO, The Netherlands Chemicals 
November, 1972 Royal Dutch/Shell, Great 

Britain and The Netherlands 
Oil and chemicals 

November, 1972 Pilkington Brothers, Great 
Britain 

Glass 

March, 1973 Goodyear, the United States Tires and rubber 
March, 1973 Firestone, the United States Tires and rubber 
June, 1973 Unilever, Great Britain and 

The Netherlands 
Food and chemicals 

September, 1973 St. Regis, the United States Paper 
November, 1973 BSN-Glaverbel, France and 

Belgium 
Glass 

Source: Levinson, Charles, Ett konkret fackligt gensvar på de multinationellas frammarsch: ICF:s 

växande offensiv (A Concrete Trade Union Response to the Emergence of the Multinationals: 

ICF’s Growing Counter-Offensive), Genève 1974, pp. 14–17. 

 

                                                        
318 ICF Circular Letter No. 28/70, box 25, folder 17, United Auto Workers’ International Affairs 
Department, Reuther and Rebhan Collection 1968–72, Walter P. Reuther Library of Labor and 
Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, United States. 
319 Levinson 1974, pp. 22–26. 



 118

According to historian Lars Hansson, international actions of support in 
conflicts amounted to between 15 and 20 per month by 1974. By 1982, such 
actions were taken almost on a daily basis, he states.320 

In the summer of 1970, the ICF intervened against the French 
multinational Rhône-Poulenc upon request by a trade union in its British 
subsidiary May & Baker Ltd. of Dagenham, Great Britain. The trade union 
was on strike against May & Baker “to keep wages in tune with rising prices.” 
Charles Levinson informed the French union (CFDT) of the British strike 
and cabled a threat to Rhône-Poulenc of international labor retaliation if it did 
not meet the demands of the British trade union. The dispute was concluded 
with satisfactory result to the British trade unionists. May & Baker conceded 
their claim for a 16 percent wage raise.321 According to Levinson, the company 
“surrendered” since it could not risk international trade union action only to 
break a strike by 2,000 British chemical workers.322  
 
Table 5. Planned World Councils by ICF affiliates as of November 1973 
Estimated date Company and country of 

origin 
Main production 

December, 1973 Farbenfabriken Bayer, Federal 
Republic of Germany 

Chemicals 

December, 1973 Solvay & Cie, Belgium Chemicals 
January, 1974 Farbwerke Hoechst Air, 

Federal Republic of Germany 
Chemicals 

January, 1974 Air Liquide, France Chemicals 
January, 1974 ICI, Great Britain Chemicals 
January, 1974 BP, Great Britain Oil 
February, 1974 Union Carbide, the United 

States 
Chemicals 

February, 1974 Dow Chemical Corporation, 
the United States 

Chemicals 

March, 1974 Borregaard, Norway Paper 
March, 1974 Billeruds, Sweden Paper 
March, 1974 International Paper, the 

United States 
Paper 

March, 1974 Holderbank, Switzerland Cement 
Spring, 1974 Polysar International, Canada Chemicals 
Spring, 1974 Sumitomo, Japan Chemicals 
Spring, 1974 Mitsubishi, Japan Chemicals and rubber 
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Spring, 1974 Du Pont de Nemours, the 
United States 

Chemicals 

Spring, 1974 Bowater, Great Britain Paper 
Spring, 1974 Eastman Kodak, the United 

States 
Chemicals, film 

Source: Levinson, Charles, Ett konkret fackligt svar på de multinationellas frammarsch: ICF:s 

växande offensiv (A Concrete Trade Union Response to the Emergence of the Multinationals: 

ICF’s Growing Counter-Offensive), Genève 1974, p. 18. 

Levinson mentions no less than 82 actions of solidarity against multinational 
companies undertaken by ICF affiliates between February 1971 and June 
1974. And this list “is by no means complete,” states Levinson.323 This is not 
the place to enumerate all of them. It will suffice to establish that solidarity 
actions in multinational corporations involved the support of trade unions in 
the company’s foreign subsidiaries in their struggles for improved labor 
standards, support to labor unions in subsidiaries under the threat of plant 
closures and downsizings, support to workers in other countries potentially 
facing layoffs, to secure trade union rights in other countries, to elevate 
organization levels, information campaigns toward consumers, boycotts, and 
meetings with the managements of the parent companies to discuss issues 
important to labor. In the last instance, the ICF was getting near the 
implementation of the third phase of its action program. The glass industry 
was the setting in this case too. Thanks to the ICF, states Levinson, a couple 
of meetings were set between trade union officials representing workers in the 
French-Belgian glass company BSN-Glaverbel, the ICF secretary-general, 
and company representatives from BSN-Glaverbel. Matters concerning 
investments and layoffs in the face of rationalizations, technical innovations, 
or other production changes were discussed.324 

In the fall of 1974, the ICF would once again set its sights on Saint-
Gobain. In October 1974, workers at the company’s French plant in 
Chantereine were striking for adjustment in wages and working conditions. 
Frightened that Saint-Gobain would meet French orders from its West 
German and Belgian plants in an attempt to break the strike, the ICF urged 
its West German and Belgian members of the Saint-Gobain World Council 
to control and prevent the transfer of production to France.325  

During the five years following upon the Saint-Gobain action in 1969, 
Charles Levinson definitely stepped into the media spotlight and became 
something of a labor celebrity. He appeared in interviews and commentaries in 
major newspapers and financial journals such as The Guardian, The Wall Street 
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Journal, The Washington Post, The Times, Le Monde, Die Welt, etc.326 In the fall 
of 1969, Levinson spoke at the Houses of Parliament in the United Kingdom 
and in the summer of 1970 he was invited to attend a meeting in New York 
organized by the Business International Executive Services on the challenges 
posed to business and government by the international labor movement.327 He 
was also invited to speak at the United Nations when this organization held 
hearings on the problems of multinational companies in 1973.328 In the 1970s, 
Levinson also elaborated on his critique of trade and industrial contacts 
between East and West. This resulted in several books on the subject, of 
which Vodka-Cola is perhaps the most widely known, and in one feature film, 
Beloved Enemy, broadcast in the United Kingdom in the early 1980s.  

At the end of the 1970s, the glass unions affiliated to the ICF were 
concerned about growing overcapacity in the flat glass industry, particularly in 
Europe. The European flat glass manufacturers had by now completed their 
transfer from mechanical sheet and plate glass manufacturing to the more 
effective float glass technology. This transfer had produced unemployment 
among glass workers. Developments in Scandinavia were considered to be 
typical of this development, where the manufacturers had shut down sheet 
glass plants and built new float glass plants, and in the process disregarded an 
agreement between the government and the union that the technological 
changeover would not result in any cutbacks in employment. Pilkington’s float 
glass plant in Halmstad, Sweden, was built with a 200,000 ton per year 
capacity, enough to supply the entire Scandinavian market alone. The concern 
about growing overcapacity, however, was also felt and recognized by unions 
from most Western European and North American countries as well as from 
Japan. According to a compilation prepared for the ICF’s Glass Industry 
Section steering committee meeting in November 1979, the capacity for flat 
glass production in Western Europe exceeded the actual demand by several 
hundred thousand tons per year. In the United States, Eastern European 
imports of float glass had taken over the market by the late 1970s. By 1978, 
Eastern Europe was responsible for as much as 70 percent of the total United 
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States flat glass import. By 1979, this number had increased to 80 percent, 
indicating the considerable momentum of this trend. Imports were also 
increasingly pushing aside domestic production in the United States. In 1976, 
imports accounted for 37.8 percent of the total United States flat glass 
consumption. In only three years, that share had increased to 76.4 percent. 
Romanian flat glass, which accounted for the largest share of the United 
States imports, was sold at prices from 8 to 32 percent below domestic prices 
in the United States. The total float glass capacity in the world in 1981 was 
estimated at more than 33,000 tons per day, produced at 72 plants around the 
world. 

Transactions between Western capitalist firms and Eastern communist 
governments also constituted a huge issue for the Western trade unions in the 
late 1970s, maintains the ICF compilation. While the multinational 
corporations were terminating their Western European operations, blaming 
overproduction, they secretly transferred production to Eastern Bloc countries, 
where the workers were obliged to sign up with trade unions controlled by the 
same institutions (governments, ultimately) that signed agreements with the 
multinational firms. This implied, it is stated, that democratic trade unions in 
the West had to cope not only with the demise of their own industries but also 
with the repression of trade union rights in the Eastern Bloc countries.329  

After Levinson’s exit from the ICF in the early 1980s, a Swedish 
representative in the paper industry section conveyed the notion that the 
federation had taken decisive steps away from being an international trade 
union directly involved in negotiations and the organizing of individual 
employees.330 

“Dwelling in a World of Giants:” the Development of the UGCW 
According to Northrup and Rowan, the international coordination and the 
strike action in the ASG resulted in a net loss for the ASG employees. Most 
importantly, the UGCW agreed to a manpower reduction in addition to 
losing some 500 workers at the Arnold plant.331 True, the ASG workers did 
suffer a setback after the strike. Again, however, it is not clear to what extent 
this was actually caused by the strike. On May 25, 1970, a year after the 
conclusion of the strike, the Labor Department certified approximately 350 
workers of Local 17 at the Arnold plant of the ASG as being eligible to apply 
for adjustment assistance as a result of the adverse effects of increased imports 
on sheet glass. A couple of months later, 180 workers at the Jeannette plant 
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were also certified as eligible for adjustment assistance on the same grounds. 
Eligible workers were entitled to draw $80 per week for normally no more 
than 52 weeks. The assistance also included testing, counseling, training, job 
placement, and relocation if needed and desired. The certification was made 
on the basis of the United States’ President’s escape clause action with regard 
to import duties on sheet glass. The Tariff Commission, according to The 
Glass Workers News, had found that the sheet glass industry was being injured 
by foreign imports.332  

The UGCW, however, remained a solid union. On the whole, it was by no 
means hurt during the strike in ASG—neither financially nor in terms of 
membership. On the contrary, in 1968 the UGCW had 40,315 members and 
in 1970 that number had actually increased somewhat to 40,761. In the fiscal 
year of 1969–1970, the combined value of the UGCW’s general fund assets 
and its defense fund assets amounted for the first time to over one million 
dollars. Between 1968 and 1970, the UGCW lost nine locals through 
attrition333 and raids but also gained seventeen new ones. The locals at the 
Jeannette, Arnold, and Okmulgee plants also remained affiliated to the 
UGCW.334  

The UGCW president, Ralph Reiser, did not lose the votes of the 
glassworkers he presided over because of the strike. He was president of the 
UGCW for another five years. When he left his office, age was the reason 
rather than lack of votes. In 1974, Ralph Reiser reached the mandatory 
retirement age of 65.335  

The UGCW leadership felt that the strike in ASG in May 1969 was 
successful, moreover. In August 1970, Ralph Reiser wrote in The Glass Workers 
News that the contracts negotiated in the last half of 1968 and the first half of 
1969 “were the biggest and best contracts we ever negotiated.”336  

The UGCW did also consolidate its position within ASG Industries. In 
June 1971, the UGCW won jurisdiction in ASG’s Kingsport plant. This made 
the UGCW the undisputed representative of glassworkers in all of ASG’s 
plants.337 A grievance filed by the Glass Cutters League o America at the end 
of February 1969, that concerned the distribution of work assignments 
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between the League and the UGCW, was ruled in favor of the UGCW. The 
UGCW, thereby, was entitled to man the cutoff operations on the drawing 
machines. The arbitration award was provided in February, 1972.338 In 
relation to the older craft union in ASG, the Window Glass Cutters League, 
the UGCW had the future before it with regard to the industrial development 
toward mechanization, but there is also reason to assume that the UGCW’s 
cooperation on the international level contributed to giving the UGCW a 
more profitable payoff from the negotiations than the League. A letter from 
Roger Lacharme to J.C. Knochel indicates that the League’s agreement 
amounted to approximately 87 cents over the next three years, compared to 
the UGCW’s 114.339  

A year after the settlement with ASG, Ralph Reiser advocated a merger 
with unions in related industries. The two most attractive options according to 
Reiser were mergers with, on the one hand, the trade unions that constituted 
the Stone, Glass and Clay Coordinating Committee—i.e. the Glass Bottle 
Blowers, the Window Glass Cutters League, the United Stone and Allied 
Products Workers, the United Cement, Lime and Gypsum Workers, and the 
International Brotherhood of Operative Potters—and, on the other hand, the 
United Auto Workers. The unions within the Stone, Glass and Clay 
Coordinating Committee were all “old friends” of the UGCW because of 
years of close cooperation on various common issues. In a letter from Arthur 
L. Markham, president of the Glass Cutters League, to the members of the 
League, Markham indicates that a merger with the UGCW was endorsed by a 
majority of the members of the League.340 The United Auto Workers, on the 
other hand, organized almost as many flat glass workers in the automobile 
plants as the UGCW did in the glass industry. The big financial resources of 
the United Auto Workers and the close relationship between the automobile 
industry and the flat glass industry, moreover, made this union an attractive 
partner.  

Reiser’s positive view on mergers stemmed from his opinion that the trade 
unions’ environment was changing. “Only by closing our eyes,” he argued, 
“can we pretend that nothing much has changed and that the ways which 
worked well enough in the fifties and sixties will do for the seventies.” Central 
to this change was the emergence and rapid growth of large multinational 
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companies, Reiser argued. “We are dwelling in a world of giants,” he 
professed. These enormous enterprises functioned more like nations than 
traditional corporations. The world of business was developing toward 
conglomerates—calculations by the Federal Trade Commission indicated that 
by the mid 1970s, no more than 200 corporations would control as much as 75 
percent of all corporate assets. The glass industry would not be left out of this 
development, Reiser maintained. He stated: 

 
If we are able to survive as a union we must continue to organize locals 
with younger members and we must meet their needs. We cannot be a 
Union of powerful locals and a weak International. The whole point to 
unionism is pooling strength and resources that all are stronger.341  

 
The route advocated by Reiser was eventually taken by the UGCW, but not 
until 1982 and not with any of the trade unions suggested by Reiser. Together 
with the Aluminium, Brick and Clay Workers’ Union, the UGCW founded 
the Aluminium, Brick and Glass Workers’ Union which remained until 1997 
when it was incorporated with the United Steelworkers.342 

Summary and Conclusion 
The Compagnie de Saint-Gobain is an employer with historical roots back in 
the seventeenth century. It was not until the nineteenth and, in particular, the 
twentieth century that this corporation started to develop into a multinational 
company in any real sense, however. One can clearly discern a trend toward a 
greater focus on internationalization in the 1950s within Saint-Gobain. The 
company’s subsidiaries were economically integrated with the parent, but 
control over production and sales were not comparable to that of the 
American counterparts. The introduction of the float glass process in the late 
1950s, to which Saint-Gobain initially gave low priority, forced the company 
into heavy modernization programs in the middle of the 1960s. The company 
was also shaken by an aggressive takeover attempt by a smaller competitor on 
the French flat glass market early in 1969. Saint-Gobain’s share value had 
dropped sharply in the 1960s, and the competitor took advantage of the low 
stock price in an attempt to become the single largest shareholder in Saint-
Gobain. Saint-Gobain’s management narrowly managed to avoid the 
takeover, but revealed in the process that both historical and expected profits 
were higher than previously acknowledged publicly. This ultimately provided 
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labor with a distinct advantage in the negotiation debates regarding the 
renewal of the collective agreements later on in the spring of 1969. 

Saint-Gobain’s American subsidiary, the American Saint Gobain 
Corporation, was founded in 1958 by the merger of what were formerly the 
Blue Ridge Glass Corporation and the American Window Glass Company. 
Establishing an American subsidiary was clearly a part of Saint-Gobain’s 
international expansion policy commenced in the 1950s and a manifestation of 
its desire to gain a foothold on the American flat glass market. The subsidiary 
faced a series of early setbacks. When its plate glass plant opened in 1962 the 
competitors responded by lowering their prices drastically. The inauguration 
of the plant also coincided more or less with the introduction of the 
revolutionary float glass technology, with which ASG’s manufacturing could 
not compete.  

This move requires a comment, since it seems to contradict the theoretical 
assumption elaborated in this study implying that the center of growth in the 
glass industry was shifting from the United States to Western Europe, not the 
other way around. A solution to this seemingly contradictory observation may 
lie in a difference in ownership between the automobile industry and the glass 
industry. True, the center of growth in the glass industry shifted, just as in the 
automobile industry, from the United States to Western Europe in the 1950s 
and 1960s. But unlike in the auto industry, where ownership remained in the 
United States, the ownership in the glass industry shifted to a large extent to 
Western Europe along with this “spatial fix,” speaking with Beverly Silver. 
The Western European glass manufacturers benefited substantially from the 
inflow of investments by United States car manufacturers, whereas the 
American glass manufacturers were set back by this development. With 
increasing volumes of orders, the Western European manufacturers could 
more easily finance acquisitions of foreign competitors, whereas the opposite 
applied to the American glass manufacturers. 

The labor organizations involved in the conflict with Saint-Gobain in the 
spring of 1969 were of a more recent date. The ICF was formed in the late 
1800s and the glass workers had not been taken up in this organization until 
after the Second World War. In the 1960s, the ICF’s affiliations started to 
spread to continents beyond Europe. It was not until 1964, however, when the 
Canadian Charles Levinson was hired as secretary-general, that the ICF’s 
attention started to focus increasingly on multinational companies.  

The United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW) 
became an affiliated trade union to the ICF in 1960. The UGCW organized 
industrial workers in the United States and the Canadian flat glass industry 
between the years 1954 and 1982. The final year is defined by the merger with 
the Aluminium, Brick and Clay Workers Union and was caused by steadily 
declining membership after 1972. The background was that the North 
American flat glass industry at this point was starting to become decimated.  
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The negotiations in the American Saint Gobain Corporation were started 
from two quite incompatible positions. The employer was troubled by a 
feeling of inadequate competitiveness of the ASG and wanted to improve 
efficiency and streamline the operating procedures, including reducing the size 
of the manpower. The trade unionists were uncertain as to the intentions of 
the management for the future of the company and felt a strong need to 
safeguard their employment in case of layoffs in the near future. Because of 
the practice of pattern bargaining and the wish of the employer to appease the 
workers in the face of the requested manpower reductions, its first offer was, at 
first glance, similar to the agreements reached in competing firms. After a 
closer look, however, the offer lacked certain fringe benefits afforded to glass 
workers in competing firms and was premised on a reduction of the labor 
force. The offer was substandard, therefore, in important respects.  

Upon the refusal by the union to accept manpower reductions and because 
of its accusation that ASG left out employment security and other fringe 
provisions granted to workers in competing firms, the union rejected the 
employer’s offer. The parties broke off negotiations, but went back to work, 
extending the old contract on a day-to-day basis until negotiations were to be 
resumed. Before negotiations were resumed, however, the ICF convened the 
meeting with the president of the United Glass and Ceramic Workers of 
North America and trade union representatives from ten countries, 
coordinating their transactions with the Saint-Gobain conglomerate and 
promising each other mutual assistance in the case of a strike against the 
company by any of the affiliated members. The meeting was called because 
ICF affiliates in four countries were negotiating more or less simultaneously 
with Saint-Gobain and the ICF reckoned that it was an ideal opportunity to 
put its program against multinational companies to work. Saint-Gobain had 
also recently been involved in a much-publicized take-over attempt and had 
revealed higher profits than ever before in an attempt to ward off the action. 
This put Saint-Gobain in a disadvantageous position relative to its unions, 
which argued that the company could now afford substantial wage increases 
for all its workers.  

Negotiations between the UGCW and the ASG were resumed in late 
April, 1969, six weeks after the breakdown of the initial negotiations. 
According to ICF’s secretary-general Charles Levinson, this waiting time was 
caused by the American union which postponed its strike so that it would 
coincide with the Italian unions’ negotiations with Saint-Gobain in early May. 
The UGCW held out in order to time its negotiations with those of other 
ICF affiliates and enable simultaneous pressure on Saint-Gobain from several 
directions. This was one of the main reasons why the international labor 
offensive constituted such a step forward for the trade union movement, stated 
Levinson. Nothing in this study has provided support to this idea, however. 
The American union was obliged by United States labor laws to postpone a 
strike for at least 60 days upon its communication to the employer that it 
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wanted to change one or more terms in the existing contract. The holdout, 
moreover, was a very common practice when negotiations broke down. 
Considering in addition the fact that the rank and file glassworkers did not 
have any knowledge of a strike being postponed, therefore, it is unlikely that 
the American strike was deliberately coordinated with that of the Italian 
workers. Rather, the coincidence relied on accidence, or, with another word, 
luck. These findings refute to a large extent the notion that the international 
labor offensive in Saint-Gobain in 1969 constituted a breakthrough for 
coordinated international labor action.  

As it turned out, anyhow, the parties had not come closer to an agreement 
after six weeks of working on an extended contract, and the workers were 
taken out on strike in early May. It is reasonable to assume that the UGCW 
felt its position strengthened against the ASG because of the involvement by 
the ICF on their behalf. The UGCW president had participated in the ICF 
meeting in Geneva, March 31, and had been a part of the mutual agreements 
made there. According to Levinson, moreover, another reason for the break-
off of negotiations was that the company refused to bargain on behalf of the 
parent company’s financial performance. The union refused further 
negotiations as long as the company did not involve representatives with real 
authority to reach agreements beyond certain limits. The main reason for this 
was that the American union had been informed by the World Council of the 
considerable profits made by the parent. Again, this investigation cannot 
support the claims. There is only evidence to suggest that such information 
was delivered to the union after the strike had lasted for about a week. No 
reference was made to the conglomerate earnings of Saint-Gobain in the 
refusal by the UGCW to accept the ASG’s offer; it was motivated by domestic 
conditions exclusively. 

The negotiations ended in something resembling a mutual compromise. 
The employer raised its initial wage offer and agreed to provide for severance 
pay. The workers, for their part, lowered their initial wage demand and agreed 
to the manpower reductions requested by the ASG.  

Judging from this close-up of the development in the ASG, the 
international trade union coalition organized by the ICF does not seem to 
have been very significant for the strike or capable of influencing the course of 
events and strengthening the workers in the American Saint Gobain 
Corporation. It appears highly likely, on the other hand, that the American 
union requested the help of the ICF to implement “the pattern” in the ASG’s 
sheet glass plants as well, even if those plants could not carry that financial 
burden since the pattern was developed in the more profitable plate glass 
sector. The World Council met two weeks after the breakdown of 
negotiations in the United States. It has also been argued by several 
commentators, including Levinson, that the main aim of the World Council 
was to prevent the company from breaking a strike by delivering glass from 
another factory. Ralph Reiser was, as he declared in L’Express, prepared to 
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strike to enforce his demands. He was, therefore, very well served by the 
overall objective stated by Levinson and others. It is also relevant in this 
context that the main approach mentioned, i.e. to prevent the relocation of 
production, was not about providing financial support to a striking union. The 
UGCW had a lot of money and could easily cope with a strike on its own. 
However, the union could not by itself prevent the company from filling 
orders with products from Europe. This may, therefore, have been the main 
function of the World Council.  

The American Saint Gobain Corporation was clearly set back by the strike 
in an economic sense. The Arnold and Okmulgee plants were eventually 
closed down. Saint-Gobain sold its American subsidiary in 1970 and 
attempted instead to expand into the Scandinavian market. The new owners 
of ASG Industries had some initial success, but after a few years they too 
suffered from difficulties especially caused by the sheet glass production.  

The ICF faced a more splendid development in the years immediately after 
the action against Saint-Gobain. In particular, it had a strong membership 
development. The Federation also continued to establish new World Councils 
for several multinational companies. In one instance, it managed, at least 
partially, to implement the third and final step in the program for a trade 
union counterforce against the multinationals, at least according to Charles 
Levinson himself. Levinson became personally something of a labor mega-
celebrity in the years after the action against Saint-Gobain. He published 
books, wrote screenplays, and was consulted by governments and the United 
Nations.  

In the late 1970s, however, concern was expressed within the ICF 
regarding a mounting over-capacity in the European flat glass industry 
because of the new and revolutionizing float glass technology and a transfer of 
an increasing number of production facilities toward Eastern Europe, entailing 
the suppression of trade union rights in the flat glass industry.  

Levinson’s central importance to the call for action against the 
multinationals became clear in 1982 when he retired from his post as the ICF 
secretary-general. When Levinson left his assignment the action program was 
more or less scrapped and the ICF returned to act essentially as an information 
center. The ICF also moved its headquarters back to Brussels.  

The UGCW’s members from the factories in Arnold and Jeannette were 
declared eligible for adjustment assistance because of growing imports. 
UGCW remained a strong organization, however, until a few years into the 
1970s. Among other things, it expanded its jurisdiction, both in ASG 
Industries and in the flat glass industry in general. Mergers were advocated by 
president Ralph Reiser to face the challenges ahead. A merger was eventually 
held, but not until 1982, with the Aluminum, Brick and Clay Workers Union. 
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3. CLOSING IN ON THE ACTORS 

Now that the conflict and its various aspects and consequences have been 
identified and studied in detail, it is time to enhance our understanding of the 
actions of the parties further. The interplay between structure and agency has 
been highlighted above as an important perspective. In this section, emphasis 
is placed on the actors. The aim is specifically to come closer to the concrete 
historical actors than what a class analysis permits, and to identify interests, 
values, and longer-term objectives of the parties which extended beyond the 
current contract negotiations and transnational action. These dimensions also 
affect the course of behavior of the parties in individual cases like this. True, 
previous research has focused a lot on the actors. But that does not mean that 
this perspective is exhausted; the state of research in general is fairly 
rudimentary.  

More specifically, this chapter is justified on the theoretical grounds that 
the parties on the labor market are rational actors drawn from Walter Korpi, 
John Logue, and George Tsebelis and Peter Lange. If the choice to mobilize 
power resources in open conflict, as well as the choice to act internationally, 
comes out of rational deliberation, so the decision must first be conceptualized 
and made aware before it can materialize in tangible action. A mental process 
precedes the actions. This, in turn, means that the decision is likely to be 
encircled by a degree of discussion and communication where motives are 
discussed and action is coordinated. These discussions and communications 
can give us a deeper understanding of the parties’ conduct than what a class 
analysis permits. 

John Logue assumes that short-term economic interests characterize the 
trade unions’ actions to a greater extent than the employers’ actions. If so, 
what short-term interest justified international action? And what longer-term 
interest justified the employer’s behavior in this case? Did the perception of 
and view on international action differ on the various organizational levels in 
the trade union hierarchy? How and what did the various levels communicate 
with each other? How was the power difference between the employer and the 
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organized workers perceived on the various organizational levels? These are 
questions that this chapter contribute to an answer to. 

The chapter consists of an analysis of both the workers’ and the employer’s 
side in the conflict. The trade union side is divided into the international, the 
United States national, and the United States local levels. The employer side is 
divided into the parent company and the United States subsidiary. A variety of 
materials has been studied in the analysis. Secondary materials have only been 
used primarily when it comes to the parent company, such as Maurice 
Hamon’s company history of Saint-Gobain and a few limited studies and 
some journalistic material. In the case of the United States subsidiary, the 
annual reports, some press material, and correspondence have been 
investigated. Labor at the international level has been studied in a number of 
Charles Levinson’s publications, through the ICF conference materials, and 
through correspondence involving leading figures within both the ICF and the 
UGCW as well as the United Autoworkers. At the national level, the trade 
union is mainly studied through The Glass Workers News, but also in congress 
materials, annual reports, and correspondence. At the local level, the 
department “News from the Locals” in The Glass Workers News has been the 
primary source.  

The chapter begins with the employer party and proceeds from the higher 
hierarchical level to the lower in the respective organizations.  

Compagnie de Saint-Gobain 
A key to understanding the characteristics and preoccupations of Saint-
Gobain at the time of the international labor offensive is present in the event 
that provided the immediate cue for the action in the spring of 1969—namely 
the takeover attempt by BSN at the beginning of the year. Business journalist 
Richard Austin Smith more or less predicted the takeover attempt in an article 
in Fortune in 1965, when he pointed out that the company’s weak 
management structure made it vulnerable to raiders. The company’s top 
management held only marginal amounts of stocks in the company and none 
of the company’s over 200,000 shareholders owned more than 0.25 percent of 
the company’s shares. In addition to the weak management structure and 
shattered ownership of the company, Saint-Gobain also faced two other major 
challenges: one in the area of sales and merchandising, and one in the field of 
manufacturing technology. According to Hirigoyen, these conditions precisely 
occasioned BSN’s takeover attempt in 1969 and determined its form.343 

These challenges are instructive in understanding the company’s general 
approach and its long-term objectives at the time of the international trade 
union action in 1969. Since the American subsidiary of Saint-Gobain had 
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much to do with the challenge that the company faced in sales and 
merchandising, this is a good place to start. When the ASG was founded in 
1958, it did not create much concern among the existing producers in the 
United States. But when the subsidiary moved to become a full-line flat glass 
producer in 1962—with the inauguration of the Greenland, Tennessee, plate 
glass plant—PPG and LOF struck back by invading Europe, in particular 
Italy. With the coming of the Common Market, this increased competition 
not only in Italy but throughout Europe. This intensified competition on the 
European market required great efforts from Saint-Gobain in sales and 
marketing, areas where Saint-Gobain was “woefully unprepared,” according to 
Smith. Since Saint-Gobain was steeped in the cartels tradition, it was used to 
distributing glass rather than selling it. Typically, in Saint-Gobain, the sales 
service manager was called “le chef de magasin”—the head of the warehouse. 
According to Smith, a young executive commented in 1965 that “until twelve 
years ago, the company never advertised its glass. It merely handed out price 
lists and catalogues.” As a contrast, in the United States the sales manager at a 
plant did not even answer to the plant manager, but only to the head office. As 
a result of Saint-Gobain’s difficulties to compete with its United States 
competitors in sales and marketing, the head of the company’s Italian 
operations predicted that the increased competition would force the company 
to close a number of its old sheet-glass plants. Lower market prices would 
increase productivity requirements, which the old plants would not be capable 
of meeting. There are indications in both literature and source materials that 
Saint-Gobain did not hold a protective hand over the ASG at the time when 
the Saint-Gobain World Company Council was formed in 1969 and the 
conflict with the union evolved. Northrup and Rowan argue that the position 
of the parent company was that the ASG had to “sink or swim” on its own 
and that no effort would be made to save the company if it turned out to be 
unprofitable.344 William Octave, leader of the union local in Jeannette, 
Pennsylvania, went even further in his theories. He thought that Saint-
Gobain had already decided to phase out its United States subsidiary by 
flooding the American market with flat glass manufactured in Europe.345 In 
light of the circumstances referred above, it seems quite likely that the claim 
that ASG had to “sink or swim” on its own was not an idle threat. The ASG 
did not only cause an escalation of competition in Europe, it also had three old 
sheet glass factories whose productivity could not compete with the new float 
glass facilities. 

The challenges on the management side were twofold. In addition to 
problems with a fragmented ownership and weak leadership within Saint-
Gobain, the management problems consisted of an aging board of directors. 
All directors of the company’s top management in 1965 were over 60 years old 
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and thanks to “a suicidal policy of not hiring anybody,” the company had 
virtually no new leaders trained to take over. According to Smith, the next 
generation of executives was just over 40 and not prepared to assume the top 
leadership of the company within the next five years. Smith even talks about “a 
lost generation of management” in Saint-Gobain. What further complicated 
the situation was the policy of not allowing foreigners in the top management 
in Paris. In Saint-Gobain’s management structure, moreover, a cultural 
identity existed which primarily was based on tradition and resulted in a 
resistance to change in the company. An aging management team and a 
culture hostile to change entailed slow adaptation to new conditions inside and 
outside the company.  

Perhaps the most serious challenge facing Saint-Gobain, however, was 
constituted by changes in the manufacturing technology. One of the reasons 
for the BSN to attempt a takeover of Saint-Gobain was rapid spread of the 
float glass technology in the 1960s. BSN maintained that the French flat glass 
industry had to consolidate in order to accommodate and speed up the 
necessary technological transfer. At first, Saint-Gobain did not put much 
stock in the new technology. According to Maurice Hamon, Pilkington had 
invited Saint-Gobain to participate in the development of the technology, 
with all the implications of co-financing, risk taking, but also profit 
opportunity, involved. But Saint-Gobain had declined, and instead focused on 
some of their own technological development projects. The essential strategy 
of Saint-Gobain was based on the hope that plate glass would still be around 
for several years, given improvements in its quality and manufacture. 
According to Maurice Hamon, the Greenland, Tennessee, plant of American 
Saint Gobain was built on “the umpteenth revamping” of the plate glass 
process.346 “At the opening ceremonies,” states Smith, “P.P.G.’s President 
David G. Hill, letting his eyes rove over the glittering $ 40-million 
installation, was overheard to remark: ‘You are now looking at the most 
modern obsolete process in the world.’” The very same year, PPG was the first 
United States producer to acquire a license for float glass from Pilkington. 
Saint-Gobain, however, was hard at work improving the plate glass process 
still in 1965. The company was also involved in a research project based on the 
possibility that glass might be produced by other means that heat, such as 
pressure in a reduced atmosphere.347 Another futile project, in hindsight.  

By the mid 1960s, however, the float glass technology had turned out to be 
a huge success, and a shift toward this technology had become inevitable for 
all flat glass manufacturers with serious ambitions. As it turned out, Saint-
Gobain prioritized its European factories in this process. Saint-Gobain’s slow 
acceptance of the new and revolutionizing float glass process was partly due to 
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the culture of tradition and conservatism within Saint-Gobain. Smith 
emphasizes that the belief was strong in the company that all will come right 
for an enterprise with three hundred years of history behind it.348 But this 
attitude was not completely without merit. The flat glass industry was, no 
doubt, a very slow-paced industry when it came to technological renewal. “We 
have inherited our process from the Middle Ages,” said one Saint-Gobain 
executive. “We shall now have to rethink things from the beginning.”349 The 
international trade union action in 1969, consequently, coincided with Saint-
Gobain’s awakening to the inevitable need for a thorough technological 
overhaul in its glass operations. What this implies in terms of attitudes toward 
the American subsidiary, recently equipped with an antiquated plate glass 
technology, is not difficult to comprehend. It was a mistake. 

The conclusions that can be drawn from the above findings are primarily 
two. First, Saint-Gobain’s focus was set on Europe to a very large extent at the 
time of the international trade union action since competition for the 
European market was being intensified by American contenders. Second, 
Saint-Gobain had with all probability started to consider the ASG a sunken 
ship because of the unpredictable success, and Saint-Gobain’s slow acceptance, 
of the float glass technology. 

The American Saint Gobain Corporation 
Previous research has shown, unsurprisingly, that there may be contradictions 
between the managements of parent companies and of their subsidiaries. 
Historian Staffan Stranne, for instance, has shown in his study of the Swedish 
company Tarkett how a certain form of solidarity and fellowship may evolve 
between workers and management in a subsidiary of a multinational 
corporation, in light of the risk of being downsized by hasty decisions at the 
level of the far-away corporate headquarters.350 This illustrates how the labor 
relations may be affected by the fact that a company is a subsidiary of a 
multinational parent company. 

Given the conclusions above with regard to Saint-Gobain, therefore, the 
cohesion between the managements of the parent company and of the 
American subsidiary can be seriously questioned and there is reason to ask if 
not substantial conditions existed for quite solidaristic labor relations in the 
American subsidiary in light of a potential downsizing or close-down. Key 
issues, therefore, are the following: what were the future plans of the ASG 
management regarding the company? Were they in any way different from 
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what one may suppose that the plans of the parent company were? Did the 
ASG management find a strike a convenient way to temporarily shut down 
the operations in order to reduce an oversized stock during a period of slow 
business?  

There is evidence to suggest that the ASG management delineated a 
certain shift in its glass operations in the late 1960s. In the plate glass 
manufacture, it had plans for expansion. In 1967, the management formed a 
wholly owned sand and clay processing company to provide the Greenland 
and Kingsport plate glass plants with high quality melting and grinding sand. 
The subsidiary was established only two miles from the Greenland, 
Tennessee, plant at a natural sand deposit which, according to the 1967 
Annual Report, “should provide enough sand to meet the needs for close to a 
century.”351 Construction of the sand processing plant was completed and 
commercial production was started in January, 1969. The plate glass 
operations at the Greenland plant were further reinforced in 1968 by the 
incorporation of an 1800 IBM computer in the manufacturing process. In 
1968, recognizing the rising demand for safety-oriented products, ASG 
installed a new horizontal production line for the tempering of glass at the 
Kingsport plant.352 This production line was renovated in 1969. In the same 
year, moreover, the company expanded its laminated glass program.353 In 
1969, several new flat glass products were elaborated or introduced on the 
market by the ASG. First, gray and bronze colored plate glass was introduced, 
and second, the twin-glazed insulating unit was tested.354  

There are also strong indications that the ASG management was aware of 
the float glass process, and interested in introducing it in its plants. The fact 
that this investment was not yet made in 1969 may be held up against the 
opinion that the ASG management had expansionist ambitions. The 
management, however, explicitly stated that it wanted to await the completion 
of the breaking-in period of the process in the parent company’s European 
plants, thereby getting a head start on its competitors. 

It seems, however, as if the management had lost faith in its sheet glass 
operations, i.e. the plants in Jeannette, Arnold and Okmulgee. James Beatty, 
Arnold Local 17 member, reported in December 1968 in the “News from the 
Locals” section in The Glass Workers News that ASG officials had announced 
that the company was in the process of expanding its glass business. At this 
time, however, it would not be in sheet glass. The future of the Arnold plant 
was stated to depend on an increase in orders and a higher tariff on imported 
window glass. “The company could offer no immediate promise for the 
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Arnold plant,” he states. This indicates that even if the ASG management did 
have plans to expand the company’s business, it was hesitant about the future 
of the sheet glass operations.355 

Since the current conflict concerned the renewal of the collective 
agreement at the sheet glass plants—and not at the plate glass plants—there is 
reason to believe that the management considered it rational to risk a strike. A 
strike was not very likely to cause any serious loss to the company—rather the 
opposite—because the Arnold plant was put on standby and the other plants 
were struggling to maintain continuous employment.  

True, in the 1969 annual report of ASG, the management argued that the 
strike caused the company lost revenues amounting to nearly three million 
dollars: 

 
The loss reported is primarily attributable to the month-long sheet glass 
strike that resulted in sales revenue losses approaching three million 
dollars. 

 
[…] 

 
Added to this, the disastrous sheet glass strike occurring in May, directly 
caused ASG to suffer irretrievable losses of business, estimated at nearly 
three million dollars in sales. 

 
[…] 

 
Following the strike settlement, the Company, in an effort to recoup part 
of lost sales and revenues, brought back into production two window glass 
furnaces that had been held on hot standby during the strike period. A 
third tank at the Arnold, Pennsylvania window glass plant, totally shut 
down in 1968 because of an excessive inventory position, was also 
brought back into production.356 

 
This could clearly be held against the notion that the company deliberately 
created conditions for the strike. But there is evidence that the decreasing sales 
of sheet glass in 1969 did not depend entirely on the uninterrupted production 
at the sheet glass plants. The loss of sales referred to by the company was 
rather a result of the fact that the company failed in its attempt to sell its 
accumulated stocks of glass during the strike. And the striking workers were 
directly responsible for this. As we have seen in the previous chapter, there was 
a skirmish a few days into the strike when the police was called in to restore 
order. This event is probably very telling. The management had asked the 
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striking workers for permission to carry stored glass from one of the factories 
during the strike. As it would turn out, this civility was merely pretended. 
When the workers’ response was negative, the company tried to forcibly break 
the picket line by having a truck loaded with glass run right through it. The 
workers, however, succeeded after a certain commotion to stop the truck and 
return it to the loading dock. This event indicates that the company tried to 
sell stored glass during the strike, but failed. It is very likely that it was the 
company’s failure to sell part of its stocks during the strike, therefore, rather 
than the work stoppage itself, that caused the loss of company sales. Although 
the management made a big point of the strike causing the company great 
losses, it is possible that the management itself deliberately had created 
conditions for the strike by making a low wage offer. The management 
probably calculated that it would be able, one way or another, to sell previously 
manufactured and stocked glass from the striking plants and thus have revenue 
without having to pay production salaries for the period.  

With regard to the sheet glass manufacturing, there was probably 
consensus between the managements of Saint-Gobain and of its American 
subsidiary in the view that its days were numbered. No solidaristic labor 
relations, therefore, may be expected to have existed at the Jeannette, Arnold 
and Okmulgee sheet glass plants based on the fact that the ASG was a 
subsidiary to a multinational corporation. At the plate glass plants, where the 
ASG management had expansionist ambitions, these conditions may have 
existed, on the other hand.  

The International Federation of Chemical and 
General Workers’ Unions 
On an international trade union level, there was a lively debate about 
economic globalization in the 1960s and 1970s. Several international trade 
union federations were greatly concerned with this topic. According to 
economists Isaiah Litvak and Christopher Maule, the most active 
international trade union federations in this debate were the International 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), the International 
Metalworkers Federation (IMF), the International Transport Workers 
Federation (ITF), and the International Federation of Chemical and General 
Workers’ Unions (ICF).357 Within the latter, Charles Levinson was influential 
when it comes to the issue of globalization and multinational companies. 
Below, we shall hear him out. 
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Yesterday’s Meaningless Reality 
In 1969, the ICF’s secretary-general, Charles Levinson, had for some time 
developed a rigorous analysis of what was happening with the international 
economy and the conditions affecting trade unions worldwide. At an ICF 
conference in the glass industry section in November 1968, Levinson brought 
the delegates’ attention to certain developments and changes in the inter-
national economy and trade: 
 

International business has evolved a new institution entirely different in 
scope which is creating new policies, methods and principles. Its social and 
political orientations will also be different as its primary commitments 
and operations are no longer national but international. Traditional 
concepts of monopoly, foreign trade and economic power must be 
thoroughly re-examined, for many of the realities of yesterday have 
become meaningless.358 

 
But it was not primarily a question of a new corporate nature, Levinson 
proclaimed. Multinational companies had existed for a very long time. The 
novelty was the rapid growth of the multinationals. 

Charles Levinson attached great importance to the emergence of a world 
market for the development of multinational companies. Expansion, according 
to Levinson, was the new, top-priority goal for business. Size and power were 
the new incentives. Dividends became something very unusual—any surplus 
would mainly be reinvested in the company to allow for expansion. As a result 
of this development, large conglomerates with interests in several industries 
were formed in the 1960s and industrial ownership was concentrated.359 
Companies often placed their headquarters in tax havens, moreover, and felt 
decreasingly loyal to their original homelands.360 

Levinson was not opposed to multinational companies by definition. He 
indicated that they were a logical result of the scientific revolution and the 
continuous technological changes and that therefore it would be misguided to 
oppose them. They were also the first truly global institutions with real power 
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and authority and thus had the potential to contribute to a more peaceful 
development of international relations after World War II.361 

The problem was that the unions had not kept pace with this development. 
They worked against international companies in the same way as they did 
against the national ones. That was not enough, Levinson argued: 
 

Similarly, multi-national corporations are something that business is 
creating but does not talk of much. Like automation, it has made fantastic 
progress but has attracted little public and trade union attention. Like 
automation, the consequences of this new reality are already extending 
beyond the range of the current policies and practices of the trade union 
movement. […] This is not merely a bit more of the same. It will have 
vast qualitative and structural effects on industry and derivatively in 
political and economic policies. As in the case of automation, the past trade 
union practices will not suffice, for it will demand not more of the same 
but different weapons and techniques.362 

 
Trade union economic power came increasingly to stand against the entire 
conglomerate, with factories and subsidiaries in many countries, and 
decreasingly against national subsidiaries with which they conducted 
negotiations, Levinson argued. Employers became decreasingly dependent on 
the results of individual plants, while the workers were still entirely dependent 
on the outcome of the factory in which they worked. This shifted power to the 
employers’ advantage.363 A multinational company affected by a strike could 
bring in goods from a factory in another country and thus avoid the harmful 
effects of the strike.364 Apart from the possibility for companies to relocate 
production between its plants in different countries, according to Levinson, 
they were also able to permanently move operations from one country to 
another, particularly because of lower wage costs. Where employment levels 
fell, unions lost bargaining power.365  
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Levinson also stated that national collective agreements prevented actions 
of international solidarity. If a plant was being subject to a strike in one 
country, the multinational company could still deliver its products from a plant 
in another country. If the employees went on strike there too, out of solidarity 
with the employees in the first country, they would most likely be guilty of 
breaking their collective agreement. Hence it was difficult for some trade 
unions to expand their nation-based action plans internationally.366  

As the multinational companies established headquarters in tax havens, 
moreover, it became increasingly difficult for unions to keep an eye on 
corporate earnings, productivity and profits.367 The global corporate personnel 
policy, moreover, was guided centrally from another country. The local 
collective agreements were increasingly determined by the international 
headquarters.368 

Charles Levinson seems to have preached his analysis intensively within his 
own organization, for the ICF passed a number of resolutions concerning 
attitudes and actions toward multinational employers. At its 1967 congress, 
ICF set “coordinated international bargaining with multinational 
corporations” as a “top-priority policy objective.”369 The ICF conference in 
November 1968 proposed that the most urgent matter in the near future was 
the approach to and management of the fast-growing multinational 
companies. It was, according to Levinson, the trade union movement’s task to 
create a counterforce to these giants.370 “A practical and concrete action 
programme” was advocated, rather than simple information exchanges.371 

When it comes to tariffs, the UGCW’s emphasis on import duties on flat 
glass in order to protect the domestic industry does not seem to have been 
shared by leading figures in international trade union federations. No doubt a 
lot of these leaders thought that governments’ capacities to control the 
development of their economies were small in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
Charles Levinson felt that the nation state was becoming outdated as an 
economic-political unity. The United States was no exception.372 
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Governments used political tools that were designed for another time and 
another purpose, he argued. In the new international economy that was 
emerging in the 1950s and 1960s, dominated by giant, multinational 
corporations, the Keynesian approach was no longer appropriate. Tariffs had 
lost much of their protective powers. Levinson argued:  
 

Direct production and sales, transfer pricing of intra-company shipments, 
selling companies and tax havens have created a new separate economic 
world for the MNC from that still inhabited by purely national exporting 
firms and politicians of nation states.373  

 
Tariffs could largely be by-passed by multinational corporations. An 
increasing portion of the economy has escaped the control of the nation state 
and the world’s corporations price their commodities, make investment 
decisions, and raise their profits regardless of national authorities and financial 
politics. To Levinson, the multinational corporations were also the reason for 
problems of inflation, wages and employment in many countries. Large, 
multinational corporations, particularly in high-technology industries, were 
forced into heavy modernization and investment programs to remain 
competitive. No matter what happened to consumption in the short run, 
multinational corporations had committed themselves to long-term 
investment programs and had no room for price reductions. Therefore, prices 
were not only kept high; pressure was built up to increase them in order to 
compensate for the loss of income due to reduced sales.374  

Different Weapons and Techniques 
The main strategy advocated by Levinson in order to create a genuine trade 
union counterforce to the growing multinational companies was a greater 
international integration of the industry associations that directly represented 
the workers of the multinational companies. Therefore, Levinson was critical 
of the concentration of union power in the national country organizations, 
such as in France, where also the communist-dominated CGT had a strong 
position, and in Italy where the CGIL had a similar position.375 

ICF’s central strategy was to establish specific committees for each industry 
in which the international integration was particularly advanced. The 
industries that were selected were the chemical industry, paper industry, and 
glass industry. The committees, it was stated, would consist of trade union 
representatives with authority to negotiate and make decisions. The task of the 
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committees would be twofold: first, they would develop strategies and tactics 
in order to mobilize the international bargaining power against specific 
companies and, secondly, they would prepare the demands that would be 
made in the negotiations with the parent companies.376 

The actions would develop in stages, stated the conference. First, they 
would form special working groups against certain international companies. 
The leaders of these groups would be recruited from member organizations 
that negotiated directly with the parent company. Second, they would offer 
technical assistance to member organizations in negotiations with subsidiaries 
of multinational companies. The assistance would consist of knowledge and 
information about the company. Third, they would give increased assistance to 
trade unions on strike. More specifically, this increased assistance would 
consist of international public relations campaigns against the company, of 
appeals to international boycotts of the company’s products and boycotts of 
exports redirected from a factory on strike. Fourth, they would conduct 
research and documentation of the structure, economy, employment, wages, 
and working conditions of selected enterprises. 

Negotiations directly with the central management of the multinational 
firm were one of the main strategies that the ICF determined at the 
conference in 1968. That was the only way an instrumental union counterforce 
could be built, Levinson argued. The preparation of the demands to the 
central management would also be developed in stages. In the first stage, they 
would examine companies with good relationships with their employees who 
were willing to meet with an ICF committee and discuss some international 
issues. In the second stage, they would prepare a list of demands that would 
not directly result in companies’ rejections, in particular a number of demands 
that were not related to earnings, such as vocational training and employment 
benefits. Third, they would create specific minimum wage demands that 
would be made toward the selected multinational companies. Fourth, the 
committee would, where the circumstances were favorable, elaborate efforts of 
coordinated collective bargaining negotiations and coordinate the termination 
dates of the agreements, equalize the demands for working hours, guaranteed 
income, annual leave, overtime, etc.377 

The ICF Congress determined that the trade union opposition to the 
multinational companies would be built in three phases. In the first phase, 
which Levinson regarded as defensive, solidarity actions would be carried out 
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and support would be offered to those unions that were involved in collective 
bargaining, strikes, or disputes with multinational companies. In the second 
phase, independent World Councils would be formed for the multinational 
corporations that were considered especially important. As part of those 
World Councils, defensive as well as offensive actions would be implemented. 
One of the World Council’s most important tasks was to start working for 
internationally coordinated collective bargaining, which could gradually be 
extended. The Saint-Gobain campaign in 1969 was part of ICF’s second 
phase in the fight against multinationals. According to Levinson, this action 
constituted a breakthrough for this second phase.378 The third phase, which 
was clearly more aggressive, was to force the multinational companies’ central 
managements to periodically discuss investments, changes in production 
structure, mergers, acquisitions and trade unions with the aim of ultimately 
reaching international agreements. Levinson was clearly aware of the action’s 
symbolic value. He argues that the development of international contract 
negotiations could be speeded up by setting some examples. The action 
against Saint-Gobain had such a symbolic value, Levinson maintained.379 The 
action against Saint-Gobain illustrated how an international coordination of 
contract negotiations could increase the unions’ economic power against a 
multinational company.380 Only two examples of union cooperation across 
borders had been reported to the ICF’s congress in 1967. In 1970, 14 such 
actions were reported, of which the action against Saint-Gobain was one. In 
July 1973, the total number of actions against multinational corporations in 
connection with collective bargaining and strikes would amount to not less 
than 60, distributed across 25 countries.381  

“Developing a New Thrust and Policies in the International 
Movement” 
The actions taken against Saint-Gobain in 1969 may already have been 
conceived by Levinson in 1968: 
 

My aim is to make I.C.F. a project, and action oriented international 
with power second only to the I.M.F. By cooperating closely with the 
I.M.F. on selected projects we could exercise a tremendous influence. 
 
I am rather optimistic that this will be realized by the Spring of 1969.382 
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It is difficult not to associate this with the Saint-Gobain affair in March 1969. 
In his 1972 book International Trade Unionism, Levinson argues that the 
action against Saint-Gobain in 1969 was not as spontaneous as it may have 
appeared to outsiders.383  

Levinson had, no doubt, ambitious goals for the ICF. He wanted to 
affiliate the world’s strongest trade unions with his own federation. He 
explicitly states this aim in two letters to Victor Reuther, head of the United 
Autoworkers’ International Affairs Department, one in August 1968, and 
another in October 1970.384 He also names the trade unions which he had in 
mind, and one cannot help but notice a kind of instrumentality in his view of 
rank and file members: 
 

Of greater importance, of course, is the fact that my plans for having the 
world’s largest and most powerful organizations affiliated to ICF is now 
being fulfilled. They include the United Automobile Workers, the 
Teamsters, the Transport and General Workers, and the Amalgamated 
Engineering and Foundry Workers, the IG Chemie and the ICF Nordic 
Federation which groups 13 Scandinavian unions totaling 350,000 
members in a single committee through which to operate. If I can get Otto 
Brenner to give us 50–100,000 all of the real trade union power will be 
affiliated to ICF. It would enable us, along with the IMF, to really begin 
developing a new thrust and policies in the International Movement.385 

 
Charles Levinson seems to have had very high regard for support from the 
UAW. In a letter to Victor Reuther in October 1967, he triumphantly conveys 
the decision made within the ICF to establish World Councils within selected 
industries. 
 

Dear Victor, 
 
We have just concluded a meeting of our Executive Board. There were 
several important matters treated and decisions reached, which I think 
will interest you, that I would like to bring to your attention. 

                                                        
383 Levinson 1972 (a), p. 9. 
384 Letter from Charles Levinson till Victor Reuther, August 27, 1968, Folder 15, Box 4, UAW 
International Affairs Department Collection, and October 28, 1970, Folder 17, Box 25, UAW 
International Affairs Department, Reuther & Rebhan Collection 1968-1972, Walter P. Reuther 
Library of Labor and Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, United States. 
385 Letter from Charles Levinson till Victor Reuther, October 28, 1970. Folder 17, Box 25, UAW 
International Affairs Department, Reuther & Rebhan Collection 1968-1972, Walter P. Reuther 
Library of Labor and Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, United States. Otto Brenner was chairman of 
the West German trade union IG Metall in 1956–1972, as well as president of the International 
Metalworkers Federation (IMF).  



 144

 
We have decided to constitute committees for multi-national corporations 
in the chemical, petroleum, rubber and paper industries. We shall be 
holding a series of conferences on this question, and will proceed to 
demand meetings with management of world corporations to present a 
list of specific demands which will be worked out in these committees.386 

 
In the same letter, Levinson emphasizes that both of the American members 
in the Executive Board of the ICF represented “pro-Reuther” trade unions. 
He adds that he has reserved the substitute position for one of the American 
board members for Victor Reuther himself, should the UAW affiliate with the 
ICF.387 Levinson’s effort to enroll the UAW seems to have paid off. In August 
1968, he expresses his satisfaction at the UAW’s letter of affiliation.388 This 
happened the same year as the UAW left the AFL-CIO,389 which may not 
have been an accidental coincidence. Given the fact that the center of growth 
in the automobile industry was shifting toward Western Europe, it would have 
been more consistent for the UAW to be affiliated with trade union 
organizations centered in Europe than with organizations centered in the 
United States.  

As the Saint-Gobain affair unfolded in the spring of 1969, Levinson was 
quick to include Victor Reuther in the progress. In a letter dated April 10, 
1969, Levinson conveyed the news of the Saint-Gobain World Council and 
referred to his and Reuther’s common past objectives with regard to 
transnational collective bargaining. Note Levinson’s ambiguous use of the 
word “we,” particularly in the last paragraph, making it look as if Victor 
Reuther was essentially a part of the Saint-Gobain offensive.  
 

Dear Vic, 
 
We have scored a major break-through on the Saint-Gobain affair.  
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From all points of view this is what you and I have been aiming at for a 
long time for it moves our efforts from the discussion stage to bargaining 
level. It is for real and we have the basis of a solid front involving four 
plants of Saint-Gobain simultaneously, including boycott of production 
and a general stoppage of overtime in all Saint-Gobain plants around the 
world in the event of a strike taking place in any one or several countries. 
 
[…] 
 
As you and I have been pioneers in this approach in the days past, I know 
you will get a kick out of the fact that we have realized an important step 
ahead and that it is within our group that practical results are being 
achieved and not by the heavy spending political neanderthals farther 
down Connecticut Avenue.390 

 
The mere fact, moreover, that Levinson flooded the UAW’s headquarters 
with press clippings regarding the Saint-Gobain affair sends a clear message: 
Levinson was energetically seeking to consolidate the sympathetic relation 
between the ICF and the UAW. 

Adding to the impression that Levinson tried to strengthen the friendship 
with the UAW is the fact that Levinson was seeking greater independence 
from the ICFTU on behalf of the ICF. In a letter to Victor Reuther in 
October 1970, Levinson writes that at the last ICF congress, which he refers 
to as a “tremendous success,” he proposed and was authorized to remove a 
reference in the statutes to the ICFTU with regard to membership approvals. 
He states that ICF now, according to its statutes, has approximately the same 
relation to the ICFTU as the ILO and other international trade secretariats, 
“which makes the total independence [of ICF] unequivocal.”391 The 
background to this is intricate. When the American trade union 
confederation, the AFL-CIO, disaffiliated to the ICFTU in 1969, due to 
disagreement with ICFTU’s policy regarding contacts and cooperations with 
communist trade unions, the UAW had also—involuntarily—lost its 
affiliation to the ICFTU. Since affiliation to the ICFTU was a condition for 
full membership in the ICF, the UAW’s affiliation to the ICF had become 
formally impossible after AFL-CIO’s exit from ICFTU in 1969. By removing 
the reference to the ICFTU in the statutes of the ICF, Levinson enabled full 
membership of the UAW in his own organization.  
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When Victor Reuther’s plan to retire from the UAW in the fall of 1972 
was disclosed to Levinson, Levinson made an effort to secure continued 
personal contact within the UAW. Some time in the first quarter of 1971, 
Levinson approached Irwing Bluestone, president of the UAW’s General 
Motors department, at a meeting in London and asked if he would be 
interested in succeeding Reuther as deputy Executive Board member of the 
ICF. Since Bluestone responded affirmatively, Levinson asked Victor Reuther 
to raise the issue with Leonard Woodcock, who had succeeded Victor 
Reuther’s brother, Walter Reuther, as president of the UAW the year before, 
in order to influence Woodcock to appoint Bluestone as Victor Reuther’s 
successor.392 

Victor Reuther now felt that Levinson was beginning to overdraw their 
personal friendship. He might also have felt resentment at the ease with which 
the new leaders were beginning to overthrow the old in the UAW. In a letter 
to Irving Bluestone he wrote: 
 

I do not know, of course, what conversation you had with Chip when you 
were recently in London. Obviously, I would be pleased and I am sure 
Herman would be pleased if you were to show such continued interest in 
the I.C.F.  
 
Levinson, however, should not be encouraged to think that he can begin 
to develop a series of personal relationships which would substitute for 
dealing directly with whomever may be the Director of International 
Affairs in the future. I know that neither you nor I would want to be used 
in this manner.393  

 
Herman Rebhan, at the time assistant to Leonard Woodcock, was assigned 
with the task of replying to Levinson. He wrote in measured terms: 
 

We have discussed this matter with Irving Bluestone and, we all agree, it 
does not require any immediate action. Obviously, such a decision will be 
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made by Leonard Woodcock and, should he act on the matter, we will 
communicate with you through our Department.394 

 
Levinson tried, consequently, to strengthen the ICF by establishing close ties 
and connections to some of the most powerful labor organizations in the 
Western World. This effort, it seems, was not without setbacks. 

“Cold War Stalinism behind New Words” 
It seems that another goal for Levinson was to combat the communist trade 
unions in Western Europe, and in particular the World Federation of Trade 
Unions (WFTU). The dichotomy that Levinson raises between himself and 
Reuther on the one hand and “the heavy spending political neanderthals 
farther down Connecticut Avenue” on the other hand are testimony to the 
divide within the western, democratic trade union movement which was 
disclosed after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Levinson was 
probably referring to the United States government (since the White House is 
located at the south end of Connecticut Avenue in Washington, D.C.) which 
had started to fund American trade union activities overseas in order to fight 
the spread of Communism. The funding were particularly channeled through 
the CIA and addressed to the AIFLD, which was a subsidiary organization to 
the AFL-CIO. Victor Reuther was greatly involved in disclosing this fact in 
1966.395 Levinson clearly wanted to disassociate himself and the ICF from a 
trade unionism that relied on state funding. This letter indicates the relevance 
and significance of the concept of “free trade unionism” to the Saint-Gobain 
offensive. Levinson argued that the WFTU’s endeavor to create a united trade 
union action against multinational companies had become a matter of life and 
death, because its legitimacy in the Western world was at stake.396  

Although a prominent advocate of “free trade unionism,” the ICF could 
not escape accusations that it received financial backing from external sources. 
In 1970, rumors existed that the ICF was receiving funding from “foreign 
secret sources.” In a letter from Lennart Vallstrand, president of the Swedish 
Factory Workers’ Union, to Seyfi Demirsoy, president of Türk-Is (a Turkish 
national trade union center), Vallstrand requests proof of the allegations made 
by Demirsoy that the ICF received assistance from secret foreign sources. 
 

Our union is affiliated to the ICF, and our central LO organization to 
the ICFTU. Therefore, we are greatly concerned by your accusation that 
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ICF is dependent upon foreign secret sources and funds, and that it is 
attempting to prevent the ICFTU from investigating these sources. We 
are unaware of any of this and very much like to have from you your 
proof and evidence behind such charges.  
 
[…]  
 
We have been an affiliate of ICF for many years, and we had a full and 
complete insight into its affairs.  
 
We are therefore very much disturbed by the grave allegations made in 
your letter, especially as it is an official circular letter by the top officer of a 
national center.397 

 
In a 1969 symposium on international collective bargaining, Levinson also 
expressed concern for the ideological aspect of the integration of investments 
between East and West, since he felt that it would constitute a problem for 
trade unions.398  

In May 1969, in the midst of the ongoing strike against the ASG, 
Levinson wrote to Victor Reuther that more operations like the one presently 
conducted against Saint-Gobain would strengthen the democratic trade union 
movement both against the communist movement and in general: 
 

The CGT is frightened of the implications of our St. Gobain action. They 
are totally isolated in a historic international event involving a French 
company. The fact that they have 65% of the organized workers in 
France and can still be isolated on the world level is clearly indicative of 
their exposed position. How long will its own members consider 
ideological affiliation in the WFTU to be of any value to them in the 
practical nuts and bolts actions bearing on their jobs and salaries. I 
predict that if we have two more such actions, we will begin first 
discussions of CGT and CGIL dis-affiliation from the WFTU and its 
affiliation to the ICFTU. This would be the first step toward the 
dismantling of their phony politically controlled operation and a major 
advance towards constituting a truly dominant position of the democratic 
trade union movement in the world.399 
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In addition, Levinson resolutely discouraged the affiliates of the ICF from 
contacts with the WFTU or any of its affiliated member organizations. 
Invitations from this organization for conferences on multinational companies 
were characterized by Levinson as part of the WFTU’s overall strategy to 
circumvent and undermine the ICF. In a circular letter issued in 1971 to the 
ICF affiliates, Levinson distinctly discredited the communist-led WFTU as a 
reliable leader in trade union cooperation on the level of multinational 
corporations: 
 

As WFTU has no important affiliated organizations outside of Italy and 
France with representation in the multinational corporations, it has 
effectively no role or basis of action in this domain. Fearful of their 
isolation and impotence in this important question, and the loss of 
influence around the world that this implies, the WFTU has launched an 
intensive unity campaign to seize the initiative and reassert its leadership 
role.400 

 
Levinson’s discrediting of the WFTU recurred a couple of months later in a 
letter to Dr. H. R. Makhija, president of the Indian chemical workers’ union, 
in which Levinson states that “the lamentable and pitiable bureaucrats still 
running the WFTU” exercise “cold war Stalinism behind new words, such as 
co-operation and unity, by which they mean their own specific brand of 
domination and control.”401 Another example of this is in an ICF report 
compiled by Levinson in 1974, in which Levinson maintains that the WFTU 
sometimes loudly proclaims international strikes which then result in complete 
fiasco. Such events serve the employers more, Levinson argued.402 
Furthermore, Levinson resolutely dissuaded the ICF affiliates from any 
dealings with WFTU or any of its affiliated organizations. Invitations from 
this organization to participate in conferences on multinational companies 
were stated to be a part of the overall strategy of the WFTU to circumvent 
and undermine the ICF.403 Levinson also wrote extensively on the issue of 
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East-West investment relations during the Cold War, resulting in the book 
Vodka Cola404 from 1980 and the feature film Beloved Enemy405 from 1981.  

The international Christian trade union movement also competed, next to 
the communists, for the organized workers around the world. Levinson took a 
stance against this branch of the international trade union movement too, even 
though the sources do not give reason to believe that he was equally 
antagonistic against this as against the communist trade unions. Levinson 
emphasizes in a letter to Victor Reuther in January, 1966, that the French 
CFDT’s affiliation with the ICF in 1966 was conditioned upon the promise 
that this trade union would not affiliate with another international trade 
secretariat, for instance “the Christian International.”406  

The International Leadership of the UGCW 
What was the preoccupation of the UGCW “international” leadership? What 
was its view of international cooperation? What strategies did it recommend in 
the 1960s? How important was international action to it? 

Fighting for Protective Tariffs 
In May 1967, president RalphReiser informed the members that the UGCW 
had been continuously fighting the rising tide of foreign competition for the 
last eight or nine years.407 This means that imports were starting to be 
regarded as a problem within the UGCW leadership some time in the late 
1950s. This conclusion is also supported by an article written by Enoch Rust, 
second international vice-president of the UGCW, published in March 1962 
in The Glass Workers News. In this article, Rust claims that he was ordered by 
his union in 1958 to go to Washington D.C. and investigate the foreign trade 
situation in its industries. On this occasion, Rust came to the conclusion that 
both the window glass and the ceramic floor and wall tile industries had 
suffered serious damage and even faced extinction unless the tide of foreign 
imports was stemmed.408 Throughout the 1960s, the UGCW leadership 
indeed expressed concern about the threat of foreign imports or foreign 
competition. Enoch Rust expressed critique against the free trade principle in 
1960. In an article in The Glass Workers News he is particularly critical of the 
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import of Russian merchandise, particularly flat glass. His argument is that it 
is conducted on unfair terms.409  

The foremost response to the threat of foreign imports and competition 
throughout the 1960s was lobbyism for increased import duties on flat glass 
and an urge directed toward the United States consumers to buy American-
made products. According to Reiser, the main strategy against foreign 
competition during those first eight or nine years involved tariffs. “It was our 
contention that we had to maintain high, protective tariffs to offset loss of jobs 
through advanced technology in the glass and ceramics industry,” he states.410 

It was, more precisely, in 1958 that the UGCW’s fight against reductions 
of import duties on flat glass began. When the United States President John 
F. Kennedy announced increased import duties on foreign-made window glass 
in March 1962, Enoch Rust states, this brought to an end a long and intense 
battle by the UGCW begun when he was ordered to go to Washington in 
1958.411  

In August 1960, Enoch Rust appeared before the Tariff Commission in 
Washington D.C. to present arguments as to why there should not be any 
further cuts in tariffs on flat glass.412 On April 22, 1966, Rust issued a joint 
statement with Howard Chester, president of the Window Glass Cutters 
League of America, at a special White House meeting concerning import 
duties on flat glass. The statement expressed opposition to any attempts to 
lower the window glass tariff established in 1962. Besides emphasizing the 
economic significance of this industry to the United States, Rust and Chester 
referred to the principle of equal employment opportunity:  
 

Those of us directly involved in this situation find it hard to understand 
how the President can preach equal opportunity for all Americans, and at 
the same time allow the teetering economy of Appalachia to be further 
undermined by the exportation of good paying jobs to Europe and Asia to 
low paid workers whom we find it utterly impossible to compete against 
in the marketing of sheet glass. How can we give equal opportunity to 
some and the same time take it away from others? We ask here: Is the 
American sheet glass worker to be the sacrificial lamb upon the altar of 
international trade? Certainly he should not be!413 

 
When import duties on sheet glass were cut in half in January 1967, Enoch 
Rust was very critical. In an article in The Glass Workers News in February 
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1967, he maintains that imports were threatening to impair “our national 
security or domestic production.” Upon this reduction of tariffs on sheet glass, 
Rust maintained, the UGCW had to fight for relief from this tariff situation. 
“Our goal,” he stated, “is to bring about favorable legislation that will protect 
the importer, domestic industry—and most important of all—jobs of United 
Glass & Ceramic Workers.”414 

The increasing imports of flat glass in the United States were grounds for 
common interests between labor and management in the 1960s. In the fall of 
1967, the UGCW president Ralph Reiser and the Stone, Glass and Clay 
Coordinating Committee executive secretary Howard Chester co-chaired a 
meeting with delegates from both trade unions and the manufacturers in the 
glass industry with the purpose of launching a unified battle to continue 
modified tariffs on glass. These modified tariffs were due to expire on October 
11, 1967, and the industry representatives feared that this would cause serious 
harm to their interests.415 Together they called upon their friends on Capitol 
Hill and visited various sub-cabinet level officials in an effort to reach 
President Lyndon Johnson. The effort paid off. On the same day that the 
modified tariff rates expired, President Johnson announced he was extending 
them until January 1, 1970.416 

The UGCW leadership also recommended other strategies alongside the 
transnational ones. On several occasions, it assured that it was necessary to 
contribute to and facilitate the introduction of new manufacturing 
technologies.417 This corresponds to Erik Olin Wright’s theory, stating that 
the probability for positive class compromises will be greatest in the sphere of 
production during the phase of globalization.418 But the trade union and the 
employer also had common interests in the sphere of exchange. They both 
advocated raised import duties on flat glass.419 

Raising Labor Standards Abroad 
Improving the wages and working conditions of workers abroad was advocated 
by officers in the UGCW leadership throughout the 1960s. In July-August 
1960, district president Jesse E. Daugherty expressed concern for growing 
foreign competition and the mounting pressure on American wages that this 
competition exerted. He was particularly critical of this development since he 
understood it to be produced by American business interests, acquiring major 
portions of control in foreign manufacturing. “They are using this weapon as 
the means by which they hope to force the American worker to accept less to 
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meet this type of unfair competition.” In response, Daugherty advocated 
harder work by the international labor movement to improve the conditions 
and standards of workers abroad, “for only then can we honestly and fairly 
compete on a world-wide basis,” he stated.420 Notably, the UGCW affiliated 
to the ICF in 1960.421 In 1966, transnational trade union strategies were 
recommended by the leadership, albeit in very general terms: “International 
cooperation between the trade unions of the world will prove to be the greatest 
deterrent against the destruction of any high-wage industry in the United 
States and Canada. This we are working on.”422  

It was not until 1967, however, that this strategy was advocated as the 
primary response to the threat of foreign competition and that the UGCW 
decided to assume a more active and forceful role in this strategy. By then, 
Reiser maintained that international labor cooperation and help to foreign 
workers in their efforts to raise their wages and living standards was the most 
promising approach to the mounting problems felt by American workers due 
to growing imports.  
 

We feel there are two avenues of approach. One is to urge the U.S. 
government to restore protective tariffs. But we feel the only eventual 
solution will be to cooperate in the free world labor pool and help workers 
of other lands raise their wages and standards of living. The higher we 
help raise wages in other countries, the less advantage importing goods 
into America will have to international corporations.423 

 
The most important way by which this new strategy was going to be pursued, 
states Reiser, was by cooperating with the glass and ceramic workers within 
the ICF. “We will inaugurate our activities,” Reiser states, “May 20 thru May 
26 [1967] when three of your International officers attend the 60th 
Anniversary Congress of the International Federation of Chemical and 
General Workers’ Union (ICF) at Munich, West Germany.” It was hoped by 
Reiser that the Munich meeting would result in a “World Glass Council,” 
much like the World Councils recently founded by the United Autoworkers 
and other metalworkers’ unions within the automobile industry.424 The main 
circumstance leading to this reorientation of the UGCW leadership was, 
according to Reiser, the fact that the United States government apparently was 
determined to relax the high and protective tariffs on flat glass. In 1967, the 
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focus on transnational trade union strategies in The Glass Workers News was 
very pronounced. Ralph Reiser expressed his view that the UGCW ought to 
engage in transnational trade union cooperation since the fight against 
lowered import duties on flat glass had not paid off very well.425  

The strategy of looking beyond the national borders also involved 
participation in the work of the International Labour Organization (ILO). In 
the summer of 1967, Reiser represented the UGCW at ILO’s annual 
conference.426 In the September issue of The Glass Workers News in 1967, 
Reiser introduced five strategies for counteracting the detrimental effects of 
the GATT on the employment opportunities in the United States flat glass 
industry. Two of the five strategies were international. The first concerned 
engagement within the ILO, and the second concerned engagement in the 
ICF.427 When it came to participation in the ICF, the main goal was stated to 
be to increase the wages of the workers who produced goods for the United 
States, Canada and other selected markets. In the same article Reiser also 
explicitly emphasizes the growth of multinational corporations and the 
conditions they create for trade unions. Reiser also underlines the prioritized 
goal to achieve international collective agreements. The national approaches 
consisted of the following points: First, active participation in the introduction 
and installation of new production technologies. Second, working for a fair 
labor standard in all contacts that cover both the United States and Canada 
within the Stone, Glass and Clay Coordinating Committee. Third, 
Participating in and expanding the activities in the Industrial Union 
Department within the AFL-CIO.428 These strategies were later adopted and 
resolved at the union’s convention in 1968 after a proposal from Ralph 
Reiser.429  

The justification for transnational strategies presented by the UGCW 
leadership clearly resembled that of Charles Levinson’s argumentation, 
indicating that the UGCW’s and the ICF’s elaboration of an international 
strategy did not develop independently of one another: 
 

Confronting such integrated and national and international industrial 
power, the traditional areas of collective bargaining, vital as they are, 
will not be completely adequate. Enlarged spheres of trade union influence 
and power are needed. 
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International coordination of collective bargaining must therefore be 
given top priority on the list of goals of our International up to the next 
Congress. 
 
[…] 
 
Experience has conclusively proven the need for a thorough re-
examination of the structure of the international trade union movement. 
International federations such as the ICF must be strengthened and made 
more effective. Many of the problems cannot, in the first instance, be 
solved by national centers alone. Better, more practical coordination, less 
centralization and a more rational division of resources are urgently 
required.430 

 
There is evidence that Ralph Reiser, on other occasions,431 transcribed 
Levinson straight off in The Glass Workers News.  

In September 1967, the editors of The Glass Workers News published an 
article in which they introduced the ICF to its readers.432 Reiser was actively 
engaged in the transnational cooperation organized via the ICF. In 1968 and 
1970, Ralph Reiser functioned as chairman of the meetings held by the glass 
industry section of the ICF.433 At the ICF’s Glass Industry Section 
Conference in November 1968, the UGCW president Ralph Reiser suggested 
the compilation of information on wages and working conditions of workers 
employed in float glass facilities in different countries. The production of float 
glass was highly uniform across the world and the workers engaged in this 
production were very eligible for an international comparison of that nature.434 

Another approach that the UGCW leadership advocated particularly in the 
second half of the 1960s was cooperation with other organizations.  
 

We need more friends and allies outside of our organizations. The labor 
movement is a minority in almost any undertaking in which we 
participate. We can’t do it alone. […] 
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We must try harder NOW to get acquainted with other organizations 
which have goals similar to ours—achievement of a better life.435 

 
In a 1967 flat glass policy conference, Ralph Reiser stated that the strategy of 
organizing the unorganized and seeking cooperation or mergers with other 
trade union organizations was inevitable.  

Immediate problems of organizing confronted the UGCW, Reiser stated. 
They could not afford to ignore the unorganized workers:  
 

The low wages of these unorganized factories surely will endanger the 
earning power and wages we have worked so hard to obtain for our 
members. 
 
[…] 
 
But the challenges of the future make it mandatory for the leadership to at 
least investigate the possibilities of joining together with other 
organizations dealing with glass and related. If it puts us in a better 
bargaining position we certainly must at least consider this approach.436  

 
During the 1960s, the UGCW leadership tried to merge individual plants or 
groups of plants into larger bargaining units.437 

Anti-Communism 
The previous research has suggested that United States trade unions engaged 
in international action in part to spread its own form of unionism and block 
the expansion of communism and communist trade unions. It is, therefore, 
relevant to ask whether the UGCW leadership was motivated by anti-
communism in its overall operations.   

On the whole, it seems that anti-communism was a pretty minor issue for 
the UGCW. Only three articles expressing some form of anti-communist 
sentiment appeared throughout the 1960s—two articles published in 1960 and 
one in 1967.438 If it is possible to draw conclusions about the anti-communist 
development within the UGCW in the 1960s based on this limited material, 
it would be that the anti-communism was stronger at the beginning of the 
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decade and weaker at the end. 1960 is also the year in which the UGCW 
became a member of the ICF, moreover, which was explicitly anti-communist.  

But it is no doubt a hostile attitude towards communism and the Soviet 
Union that is expressed in these articles. In 1960, the Soviet Union was 
characterized as “our enemy” in one of the articles and it was viewed as a grave 
double standard that the government opened for imports of Soviet flat glass, 
while promoting trade with Japan just to keep the Japanese out of the 
communist orbit. “Does this mean that we have been taken into the 
Communist orbit?” the author asks rhetorically. In conjunction with 
Pilkington’s licensing of float glass to the Soviet Union in 1967, moreover, the 
author complains that “It seems as though everybody and his brother will soon 
be using the process.” Taking a swipe at Pilkington, the author concludes that 
“In the world of Big Business, everyone has his price!” 

Although there are clear ideological connotations behind the anti-
communism referred to above, so it also was motivated largely by economic 
interests—the preservation of jobs in the United States. A basic assumption 
that both the United States government and the UGCW seem to have shared 
was that employment and material well-being abroad could prevent the spread 
of communism. But to open the United States market for foreign producers 
and thereby promote economic development in countries threatened by 
communist influence was not considered to be the way to go, because it 
endangered the American jobs. Communism should certainly be stopped, but 
rather by a strong international labor movement which could improve wages 
and working standards in these countries. It is worth noting that this was 
spoken in the same year as the UGCW became a member of the ICF which 
could imply that some degree of anti-communism motivated the UGCW’s 
activities internationally. 

Finally, in this material there is also an indication that the United Auto 
Workers served as a precursor. In one of the articles from 1960, the author 
states that the imports of Russian flat glass began in the wake of Russian cars 
having been made available to American consumers. This probably entailed a 
discussion within the autoworkers’ union similar to the one referred to above 
within the glassworkers’ union, which came to influence the latter.  

The Rank and File Glassworkers of the UGCW 
One way to determine the attitude of the rank and file workers toward 
transnational trade union strategies in collective bargaining and other dealings 
with the employer is to study their remarks with regard to the problem posed 
by foreign imports of flat glass in the United States. The official organ of the 
UGCW was The Glass Workers News, which was published monthly. Each 
issue had a section called “News from the Locals.” In this section, rank and file 
members of the different locals wrote columns, giving reports on the 
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development at individual flat glass plants where the UGCW had jurisdiction. 
These columns were also a place where the members could express 
condolences when colleagues lost family members, congratulations when they 
were blessed with new ones, and other forms of social exchanges such as jokes 
and anecdotes. In addition, the writers often expressed personal opinions and 
views on contemporary developments in the industry.  

Since members from the Arnold, Jeannette, and Okmulgee plants of the 
ASG were frequent writers in the “News from the Locals” section, this section 
offers an opportunity to study the views and opinions of the rank and file 
UGCW members at the three sheet glass plants of the ASG with regard to 
transnational trade union strategies. This section, therefore, presents an 
examination of this column in The Glass Workers News. 

The rank and file members of the UGCW recurrently reported in the 
“News from the Locals” of layoffs and temporary shutdowns in the three sheet 
glass plants of the ASG. In June 1966, James Beatty of Arnold 17 stated that 
the sales surge expected in the spring had not materialized and unemployed 
members had not been able to return to work.439 Next spring he reported that 
operations at the plant were back to “normal.”440 In April 1968, however, 
Beatty stated once again that “the Arnold Plant of American Saint Gobain is 
shut down cold and I mean cold.”441 Indicative of the fluctuating operations of 
the ASG sheet glass plants and the ensuing short-term time horizon of the 
ASG workers in their employment status is the following statement in July, 
1968, by the Local 21 member in Jeannette, Joseph D’Antoni: 
 

It sure is good to see some of our Arnold Brothers called back to work at the 
Jeannette Plant. Production has been good for the last three or four weeks 
and we are hoping it continues. It seems that every month I start this 
column by saying production is up or it is down. I hope the time comes 
that I can write about production being up for the next twelve months.442 

 
These layoffs and shutdowns were sometimes connected to tank repairs when 
only a reduced staff was working. On several occasions, James Beatty 
expressed hope that the repair of a certain tank would soon be completed so 
that the members would be called back to work.443 Bill Hancock of Okmulgee 
Local 10 reported in February 1968 that over a hundred men were laid off due 
to a tank repair.444 
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However, the rank and file members also conveyed an image of a very 
fluctuating order intake during most of the 1960s, causing temporary 
unemployment. In several of his columns in 1960 and 1961, Joseph D’Antoni 
wrote about the layoffs caused by low demand, a poor economy or slow 
business. 
 

Well, here we are one year after our plant quit operating and still no signs 
of when we are starting back up; in other words, the economy of our 
country is worse now than it was six or eight months ago. If job 
opportunities were scarce then, how in the hell can we get one now.445 

 
James Beatty gave the same kind of report in early 1968, with regard to the 
Arnold plant. He stated that one of the tanks risked being drained.  
 

The company is not receiving many orders and could be forced to drain the 
No. 2 furnace. This is not a very happy new year for our members and a 
bad time to be out of work. We sure hope something turns up for the better 
of our members.446 

 
The glass workers of the ASG considered high imports the number one 
reason behind the slow business of the company. This view was expressed 
throughout the 1960s. In 1961, for instance, Joseph D’Antoni argued that 
imports of sheet glass had “a big effect on the Companies not wanting to grant 
pay increases.”447 At the end of the decade, Eugene Mangan, member of the 
Jeannette Local 21, complained that “foreign imports are stealing the market 
right out from under our noses.”448 Similar statements were made recurrently 
in the “News from the Locals” in the period between these two examples.  

The idea that imports were responsible for the predicament of the ASG 
and the flat glass industry was conveyed to the glass workers from both the 
ASG management and the UGCW leadership. In 1961, for instance, Joseph 
D’Antoni cited in The Glass Workers News a statement made by James 
Williams, vice-president of manufacturing at the ASG, before the United 
States Tariff Commission, saying that the increasing imports of sheet glass 
were “unwholesome” and that remedial action was “mandatory,” having 
increased import tariffs in mind.449 At the annual service award dinner for the 
employees of the Arnold and Jeannette plants held in 1967, the ASG 
president, J.C. Knochel, stressed the importance of imported sheet glass and 
how it could hurt the United States sheet glass business. In June 1968, 
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moreover, the UGCW’s president, Ralph Reiser, visited the Arnold Local and 
informed the members that the foreign imports of flat glass constituted one of 
the biggest threats to the United States window glass industry.450 

However, apart from the testimony of various company and trade union 
officials, the United States glassworkers also witnessed the rising imports of 
flat glass first-hand. In July 1967, Nick Lucas, member of Charleston Local 1 
(of the UGCW), reported on a new motel being built entirely with imported 
sheet glass in Charleston, West Virginia, an American city with a sheet glass 
plant of its own. This was understandably provocation to an American flat 
glass worker: 
 

Right here under the nose of a great window glass plant, we had a new 
motel built. Practically all glass and a 12-story job at that. [Sic.] This 
glass was trucked in from Jacksonville, Fla., at $500 per truck load—
and, Japanese at that! […] If you go down there to wine and dine, you 
might get enough in you to forget you’re looking through Japanese Glass. 
But, our other members who are laid-off, walk by and get a sober and 
grim reminder; that profit comes first anyway you can get it.451 

 
Now, why, according to the rank and file glassworkers, were imports 
increasing and what was the most appropriate countermeasure? The reason 
why imports of flat glass were increasing, according to the rank and file 
membership, was that the government was pursuing a defective tariff policy. 
Joseph D’Antoni, for instance, expressed his critique concerning the low 
import duties on sheet glass in August 1967 and argued that the cheap foreign 
sheet glass was taking over the United States market.452 There are, however, 
many more examples in the “News from the Locals” section. 

There were two approaches to this problem which were recurrent themes 
in the “News from the Locals” columns during the 1960s. First, the members 
strongly advocated higher import duties on flat glass and directed several 
appeals to the government involving raised tariffs. They also encouraged glass 
workers to communicate this requirement with their Congressmen and 
Senators and ask them to influence the President to raise the tariffs. This 
opinion was stated by Arnold 17 member William Phillips already in 1961: 
 

Up to this time, I have not heard or seen that President Kennedy does 
anything about the tariff in glass imports; and until he does do something 
toward raising the tariffs, the glass industry will stay in the doldrums. I 
wonder if he will follow the recommendations of the Tariff Commission 
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or be swayed by the lobbyists in favor of low tariffs. In any event, we will 
be the ones to either suffer or benefit from it. Let’s hope he will act in our 
favor.453  

 
Second, the glass workers also looked to themselves and urged their fellow 
American workers to buy products exclusively manufactured in the United 
States, especially window glass, of course. “Until the next time, don’t forget—
‘Buy American’,” was a typical closing line in the “News from the Locals” 
columns.454 James Beatty even proposed to the UGCW leadership in 1967 
that one week every year, preferably the week of Labor Day in September, 
would be dedicated to a propaganda program for American made consumer 
goods.455 In May 1968, James Beatty stated: “Poverty begins at home, keep 
your American dollars here in America.”456 

The columnists also pointed to consumer advantages of American made 
goods. “Be ‘good’ to yourself and buy American made goods,” James Beatty 
argued in 1967.457 Beatty also argued that foreign-made products often were 
inferior in quality to American-made equivalents, and they were very difficult 
to repair due to lack of spare parts.458 In March 1967, Beatty wrote: 

 
I would suggest to our members that they watch for any new buildings 
and be sure to see what kind of glass they are using. If the glass is not 
American made report it to your union. […] To the people that have 
foreign made cars, just remember that they have foreign made glass and 
could put you out of a job.459  

 
Beatty’s remark also offers a perspective on what kind of interest the UGCW 
and the UAW had in each other when it came to protecting their members’ 
jobs and interests.  

Only on two occasions did the rank and file membership of the UGCW 
consider the international aspects of their own predicament, however. First, in 
June 1962, when President John F. Kennedy, pursuing an escape-clause action 
under the GATT, doubled the duty on imported sheet glass, Joseph D’Antoni 
praised the President for “hiking the tariff on glass imports and making it 
stick, despite the threat of retaliatory action by European Common Market 
nations.”460 This indicates an understanding on the part of a rank and file 
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member, manifested in 1962, of the international complexity of tariff policy 
making. 

Second, in April 1967, D’Antoni conventionally began his Jeannette 21 
column by expressing his view that low tariffs were detrimental to the United 
States glass industry. But then he added two more ideas not expressed before 
or after in the “News from the Locals” section during the 1960s. His first 
thought was that the time had come to ensure that labor standards abroad 
were fair and “not unfairly competitive with the wages and standards of the 
U.S. worker.” This was pretty much the same idea that Walter Reuther and 
the UAW had elaborated in the 1950s, according to previous research.461 
D’Antoni, however, refers to the AFL-CIO, which he claims long had urged 
“a program of international fair labor standards,” rather than to the UAW.462 

His second thought, also influenced by the AFL-CIO, was that a more 
effective program restricting overseas investments by United States business 
was needed. The knowledge of where American companies invested, how 
much they invested, what the cost-price and employment relationships 
actually were, was inadequate according to D’Antoni.463 This idea is also very 
similar to what the UAW, Charles Levinson, and the ICF advocated and 
indicates awareness on the part of D’Antoni of the usefulness of transnational 
approaches to domestic problems. It is significant, again, that D’Antoni 
referred to the AFL-CIO in this issue, and not to the UAW or the ICF. 
However, since this is the only person from the ordinary ranks in the UGCW 
that expressed considerations from other than strictly domestic points of view 
on the issue of flat glass imports, it cannot be regarded as a characteristic view 
of the UGCW’s rank and file membership. More importantly, therefore, the 
rank and file UGCW membership cannot be said to have constituted a direct 
driving force toward transnational trade union strategies.  

Summary and Conclusion 
According to John P. Windmuller, the initiative for involvement in the issue 
of multinational companies in some instances came from the national affiliates 
of the ITSs. In the IMF, for instance, the UAW had been a significant 
advocate of the establishment of World Company Councils. In the ICF, states 
Windmuller, the central initiative instead came from within the secretariat 
itself.464 The above investigation gives support to the opinion that the ICF 
secretariat was a driving force in this pursuit. The international trade 
secretariat had developed a three-step action program against multinational 
companies, beginning in 1967. The offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969, in 
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which the World Council was constituted and the coordination of bargaining 
in four companies was pursued, can therefore be linked to the second phase of 
a deliberate and long-term strategy in the ICF, directed against the 
multinationals. This is an important contextualization of the offensive.  

Levinson, moreover, greatly distrusted the communist trade union 
movement and was very critical of cooperation between democratic trade 
unions affiliated to the ICFTU and communist trade unions in West Europe. 
When the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) called for unity 
against the multinationals, Levinson associated this with the communist 
reorientation within politics and the trade union movement after the Prague 
Spring in 1968, a reorientation that he distrusted. According to Levinson, the 
communist trade union movement was corrupted by the Kremlin; it was the 
Soviet Union bureaucrats who ruled the communist trade unions, both in the 
Eastern Bloc countries and in Western Europe. What has later been called 
“Euro-Communism,” therefore, was largely conceived by Levinson as a new 
medium for the Kremlin to spread its political influence. This illustrates the 
challenge faced by expansive international trade union organizations around 
1970: the world’s division into East and West during the Cold War. It also 
shows how Levinson identifies the fight against the multinationals as an arena 
in which the international trade union movement’s Cold War was fought. 
Successful campaigns and actions against multinational corporations had a 
special potential to bestow legitimacy on the unions and possibly also for their 
ideological viewpoints. Such operations, in other words, had a purely symbolic 
significance beyond any potential gains that could be achieved for their union 
members employed in multinational companies.  

There is also another aspect of Saint-Gobain which can provide 
perspectives on Levinson’s, and the ICF’s, interest in the company. The 
majority of Saint-Gobain’s workers in France and Italy, countries where the 
company was strong and well-established, were members of communist trade 
unions. As a target, therefore, Saint-Gobain was strategically important for 
the ICF if it wanted to move its position forward against the communist 
international trade union organizations. If the ICF could show real bargaining 
power vis-à-vis the company, there were probably members to gain from the 
communist counterparts. There is evidence indicating that this ambition 
existed, at least with Charles Levinson as shown by his correspondence with 
Victor Reuther quoted in this chapter.  

The above facts point to an independent momentum in the realm of the 
international trade union movement. This dynamic largely reflected the 
contradiction between democratic and communist forces in the Cold War, but 
was not confined to this, which is mainly illustrated by the ICF’s stance 
against the Christian international trade union movement. This included the 
internal dynamics of a major power struggle for the leadership and the overall 
initiative in the movement. Multinational firms, consequently, constituted a 
problem for trade unions not only in the sense that they were transnational in 
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character, but also in the sense that they sometimes were trans-ideological, 
extending beyond borders which challenged trade unionists not only in a 
geographical way but also in a political way. This context must be taken into 
consideration when trying to understand the offensive against Saint-Gobain in 
1969.  

The internal schism within the trade union movement on the basis of Cold 
War antagonism, among other things, shows that the two-class model 
employed in this study is, in fact, not totally adequate. There is no reason to 
question that Levinson’s focus on multinational companies reflected a true 
conviction. Most likely, he really considered the multinational companies to 
be the most serious challenge to the trade union movement at the end of the 
1960s. But in light of the findings presented in this section, it is possible to 
supplement this explanation with additional clarifications. By developing 
programs and actions of transnational collective bargaining in multinational 
corporations, such as the strategies employed against Saint-Gobain in 1969, 
Levinson might have envisioned more profound support from, and even 
affiliation by, other key trade union bodies in the democratic world, 
particularly the UAW. This would have strengthened the ICF and enabled it 
to influence and control activities within the international trade union 
movement. Earlier research has shown that the UAW was a key initiator of 
transnational trade union strategies and would, consequently, be sympathetic 
to whoever furthered this cause.  

Because of this internal dynamics of the international trade union 
movement, and of Levinson’s quest for power in this sphere, the ICF’s 
involvement in the Saint-Gobain negotiations in 1969 stands out as an 
advancement with regard to the leadership in the international trade union 
movement, and not just an offensive against a multinational company.  

The ICF’s orientation toward the UAW provides perspectives on the 
increasing ICF interest in Saint-Gobain in the late 1960s in more ways than 
one. As we have seen earlier, the UGCW held jurisdiction in the American 
subsidiary of Saint-Gobain in the 1960s. Interestingly, the relation between 
the UGCW and the UAW was one of sympathy. During the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, the UAW provided financial assistance in the strikes that UGCW 
organized in other flat glass companies.465 In 1967, Levinson expressed hope 
of a merger between the UGCW and the UAW.466 There is evidence that this 
was actually contemplated within the UGCW leadership at this time. At a 
conference in 1967, President Reiser argued that the challenges ahead called 
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for inquiries into the possibility of merging with other organizations to 
strengthen the bargaining power.467 According to Bill Sutch, member of Local 
222 in Buffalo (NY), the UAW was considered for a merger with the 
UGCW. Sutch states that “the membership seemed divided as to whether 
they were for or against a merger of this type.”468 It is highly probable, 
moreover, that the UGCW mentioned the UAW as a suitable partner, 
because the agreements in the flat glass industry were based on agreements in 
the automobile industry, which was negotiated by the UAW. The fact that the 
merger was never implemented probably has a lot to do with the fact that the 
UAW disaffiliated from the AFL-CIO in 1968 because of disagreements 
between the leadership of the two organizations with regard to contacts and 
cooperation with communist trade unions. Subsequently, it was impossible for 
the UGCW to merge with the UAW without first leaving the AFL-CIO. 
This was probably unthinkable for a smaller union like the UGCW. When 
the UAW and the Teamsters formed the Alliance for Labor Action (ALA) in 
1968, the president of the UGCW expressed official interest in joining the 
organization but the UGCW never did so in practice.469 Nonetheless, a 
merger between the UGCW and the UAW had served the ICF, because the 
ties between the UAW and the ICF would have been strengthened by it. By 
providing utility to the UGCW, the ICF would have strengthened the 
UAW’s confidence and increased the likelihood that the UAW also would 
have affiliated its own glass workers to the ICF. 

The ICF’s weak support in Italy and France may also have been a cause of 
the offensive against Saint-Gobain (which had many employees in Italy and 
France who were affiliated to communist trade unions and the WFTU).  

The UGCW leadership wanted transnational cooperation, possibly as a 
result of Levinson’s influence, but also because of an interest in protecting the 
American workers’ jobs from the harmful effects of low tariffs and large 
imports of cheap foreign window glass.  

The UGCW considered transnational trade union strategies a way to more 
effectively implement their national and long-since established objectives. 
Certainly, balancing the increasing power of the multinational companies 
evolved a complementary goal from 1967 onward. In 1968, the UGCW 
adopted a resolution to work transnationally with the ILO and the ICF in 
order to counteract the negative effects of the GATT on the employment 
situation in the United States flat glass industry. The traditional trade union 
objectives, however, remained in place with undiminished force—defending 
and promoting the interests of the UGCW membership. It is important to 
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note that the principal objectives of the union remained essentially the same—
to work for the welfare of the UGCW membership.  

In fact, the transnational approach resembled to a large extent the 
strategies pursued within the United States and Canada, only on a larger scale. 
During the 1960s, the UGCW tried to create large bargaining units from 
individual plants in which it had jurisdiction. Not only would this save time 
and money for the union, it would result in more equal wages and working 
conditions among flat glass workers of different plants and companies. 
Transnational bargaining compares to the approach of creating fewer and 
larger bargaining units. Essentially, the transnational approach aimed to turn 
the entire multinational corporation into one single bargaining unit, and may 
therefore be understood as a continuation of practices developed in the recent 
past within the national context. 

Reiser realized that United States flat glass workers were in a high-wage 
industry in a high-wage economy and had a lot to lose from foreign 
competition. He did not want to compromise with this position and let all the 
hard work for higher wages go to waste. Engaging in transnational strategies, 
therefore, was essentially nothing more than a geographic extension of the 
conventional trade union strategies—restricting wage competition. Workers in 
factories abroad could be placed on a par with unorganized workers in the 
United States from the perspective of the American trade union since they 
were now beginning to put pressure on the wages and employment level of the 
unionized flat glass workers in the United States.  

It is reasonable to conclude that Charles Levinson and the ICF had quite a 
few things to do with the positive attitude toward transnational strategies of 
the UGCW leadership. 

Interestingly, the national and international strategies were discussed in 
relation to each other by Ralph Reiser. This is probably indicative of the 
UGCW’s leadership being positioned between the rank and file members and 
the international trade secretariat, contemplating how to reconcile the two 
perspectives. In a way, this is probably exactly what John Logue is referring to 
when he assumes that labor is making a rational choice between national and 
international strategies. The reason why Reiser advocated international 
strategies in 1967 was that he found that the national strategy (pushing for 
protective tariffs) was not paying off. In another way, however, empirical 
findings modify theory on this point. The UGCW did not choose one strategy 
over the other. It chose to work with both. After shifting emphasis toward 
international strategies, the UGCW did not entirely abandon the national 
strategy but continued to campaign for higher tariffs. It is interesting, 
moreover, that Reiser refers to the United Autoworkers as a model in this 
regard. It clearly links the UGCW to the United Autoworkers and the 
offensive against Saint-Gobain to the World Councils in the automotive 
industry. This is also an important piece of the puzzle, and a very explicit one, 
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in search of an answer to why the UGCW participated in the action against 
Saint-Gobain in 1969. The UAW set an important example.  

The views and opinions expressed in the “News from the Locals” section of 
The Glass Workers News indicate no particular interest in, or initiative toward, 
transnational trade union strategies on the part of the rank and file members 
of the UGCW. They were not entirely ignorant of the international 
dimensions of the issue, for instance the fact that tariffs played an important 
role in international relations. This does not warrant the conclusion that the 
rank and file members per se endorsed transnational trade union strategies, 
though. True, the workers of the sheet glass plant of the ASG attributed the 
many temporary layoffs at their plants to the increasing imports of sheet glass 
from low-wage countries. This was not only a notion conveyed to the glass 
workers from union officers and the ASG management; they also experienced 
it first-hand. Yet their main approach to this problem was the protectionist 
route—raising the import duties on glass—not seeking cooperation with 
Saint-Gobain colleagues overseas. The rank and file columnists made several 
appeals through their paper to the government with a view to raised import 
duties on sheet glass. They also encouraged their fellow union members to 
always buy American-made products, in particular sheet glass. 

The investigation also gives strong empirical support to the short-term 
perspective of workers postulated by John Logue. The sheet glass workers of 
the ASG seldom knew how long they would be employed because of the 
fluctuating operations of the ASG sheet glass plants. The uncertainty that this 
was creating with regard to employment opportunities in the flat glass industry 
was expressed by the members on several occasions. 

Saint-Gobain did not hold a protective hand over the ASG. The General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade reduced the utility of American subsidiaries, 
since goods could increasingly be manufactured in Europe and transported to 
the United States with retained profits. The introduction of the float glass 
technology, moreover, had a strong impact on the flat glass industry, and 
Saint-Gobain was forced into an expensive modernization program in which it 
gave priority to its European plants.  

The American Saint Gobain Corporation may have been set on certain 
downsizings of its sheet glass operations prior to the strike in 1969. 
Indications are that this line of business was causing the company grave losses 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The employer therefore had considerable 
cause for making a substandard offer in the negotiations with the sheet glass 
workers. In its other flat glass lines, however, the company was actively 
seeking to expand its operations.  
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4. THE CLASS COMPROMISE IN 
THE UNITED STATES FLAT GLASS 
INDUSTRY: A STRUCTURAL 
ANALYSIS 

This study will now proceed with an investigation of the structural and 
objective conditions for a positive class compromise in the United States flat 
glass industry during the 1960s and especially with regard to the American 
Saint Gobain Corporation (ASG). The three spheres that principally 
constitute the strategic context for class transactions, according to Erik Olin 
Wright, are the spheres of production, exchange, and politics.470 The 
investigation of the development of the nature and character of the class 
compromise in the American window glass industry, consequently, will 
differentiate between these three spheres. By identifying the sphere with the 
least advantageous conditions for a positive class compromise, this section may 
narrow down the underlying core of the conflict and reason for the United 
Glass and Ceramic Workers to pursue an international strategy against the 
company. The outline of the corresponding survey in this study follows the 
same structure. The key theoretical assumption motivating this particular 
investigation is the notion advanced by John Logue, saying that trade unions 
will primarily resort to international action when they cannot meet the 
interests of their members by national action alone. By identifying the sphere 
in which the conditions for a positive class compromise were least 
advantageous, it may be possible to explain why the UGCW implemented 
international strategies and actions.  

As Wright emphasizes, there is an approximate correlation between the 
three spheres and the characteristic forms of working class associations: works 
councils are the characteristic associations in the sphere of production, trade 

                                                        
470 See “Theory: Understanding Labor Conflicts and Transnational Trade Union Actions.” 
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unions are the characteristic labor associations in the sphere of exchange, and 
political parties are the characteristic associations in the sphere of politics. The 
investigations of the respective spheres, therefore, will focus on somewhat 
different entities of working-class associations. In the sphere of production, 
attention is primarily drawn to the industrial relations committee at ASG and 
its strength as a vehicle for labors associational power. In the market sphere 
(the sphere of exchange), attention is primarily drawn to the United Glass and 
Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW). In the polity sphere, attention 
is primarily drawn to the Committee on Political Education (COPE), but also 
to some extent to the Stone, Glass, and Clay Coordinating Committee, and 
the UGCW. This section reports on an investigation concerning the 
conditions for class conflict in these three institutional spheres. 

The Sphere of Production 
According to Wright, the sphere of production signifies the inside of firms, 
the internal world of the company where the goods are manufactured and 
services are executed. This sphere contains the labor process and the various 
technologies and organizations used to perform it. This section will determine 
whether conditions existed for a positive class compromise in this sphere in 
1969 and how strong they might have been. To begin with, the technological 
nature and complexity in the flat glass manufacture and the degree of 
competition in the flat glass industry is investigated. A high level of 
complexity in manufacturing and severe competition in the industry is thought 
to promote the conditions for a positive class compromise. This applies in 
particular to modern hi-tech companies. When these conditions have thus 
been assessed, the workers’ associational power in this sphere is estimated. 
Based on these results, it is then possible to draw certain conclusions about 
whether a positive class compromise existed in this sphere. This may tell 
whether the conflict investigated in this study had its origins in the sphere of 
production and whether the initiative of the UGCW toward international 
strategies may have emanated from difficulties in meeting its members’ 
interests within production.  

The Technological Complexity of Flat Glass Manufacturing 
According to an investigation published by the United States Tariff 
Commission in 1969, there were four principal types of flat glass 
manufactured at the beginning of the 1960s: sheet glass, rolled glass, plate 
glass, and safety glass. Sheet glass was a transparent flat glass with a variety of 
uses depending on its thickness. There were generally three thickness 
categories. First, thin sheet glass, weighing between 4 and 16 ounces per square 
foot, was mainly used as picture glass, microscope-slide glass, photographic 
dry plates, and small mirrors. Second, window glass, weighing between 16 and 
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28 ounces per square foot, was mainly used for glazing windows and doors in 
residential construction. Third, heavy sheet glass, weighing over 28 ounces per 
square foot, was mainly used for glazing large openings such as glass patio 
doors and glass panels. When toughened, heavy sheet glass was also used 
extensively as side and rear windows in cars.471 

Rolled glass was a type of flat glass with surface irregularities impressed by 
the rollers used to form it. This glass was mainly used where transparency was 
unnecessary or unwanted but where light was needed, as in skylights, factory 
windows, lavatories, and offices.472 Plate glass was a further development of 
rolled glass. By grinding and polishing the surfaces of the rolled glass, the 
producers could make the glass fully transparent and render its surfaces 
virtually plane and parallel, thereby eliminating most of the distortions found 
in sheet glass. Plate glass was used primarily to make laminated windshields 
and toughened side and rear windows in cars, to glaze large openings such as 
store display windows, and to make high-quality mirrors.473 Safety glass was a 
generic term for three different types of strengthened glass: laminated glass, 
tempered glass, and wired glass. Safety glass was made from ordinary flat glass, 
but processed in order to increase its strength. Safety glass was primarily used 
for glazing automobile windows, for interior and exterior doors in homes, for 
shower enclosures, and for large, fixed glass panels. Safety glass was also used 
in industrial applications where high thermal resistance was required.474 

Essentially, the manufacturing technologies used in flat glass production in 
the early 1960s had been developed and implemented by the First World War. 
The subsequent changes before the 1960s could, according to Trevor Bain, be 
characterized as minor engineering modifications.475  

Each type of glass was made by a continuous process. Raw materials were 
fed into one end of the production line and a continuous ribbon of glass came 
out of the other.476 Basically, this process had three stages:477 

 
1. melting the raw materials in a tank furnace 
2. drawing the glass from the furnace in a continuous ribbon 
3. passing the ribbon through an annealing lehr (cooling oven) to 

control the rate of cooling 
 
Melting started by weighing and mixing the raw materials, and adding 
“cullet,” or broken glass. Essentially, all types of glass were manufactured from 
the same raw materials. A carefully prepared batch, composed of sand, soda 

                                                        
471 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 51–53. 
472 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 49–50. 
473 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 53. 
474 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 54–55. 
475 Bain 1964, pp. 70, 116. 
476 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 92. 
477 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 3. 
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ash, dolomite, and limestone, was melted in a tank that could contain up to 
1,200 tons of molten glass and hold a temperature of up to 1,500 °C. In the 
final stage of the melting process the mixture was somewhat cooled off again 
to a temperature at which forming of the glass was more convenient.478  

 

Figure 12. The Pittsburgh process. 

 

Source: Hamon, Maurice, Saint-Gobain 1665–1990: The Making of a French Multinational, 

Paris 1988, p. 125. 

The second stage, in which the glass was drawn from the furnace in a 
continuous ribbon, had some individual differences depending on the type of 
flat glass being made. Sheet glass was manufactured by drawing a vertical or 
horizontal ribbon of glass from a tank or kiln with molten glass. The ribbon 
that was drawn out of the tank cooled off gradually in a “cooling box” and was 
ultimately cut off into lengths and the edges were trimmed. The thickness of 
the glass was determined by the temperature of the kiln, the speed of the 
drawing, the skill of the operator and the accuracy of the machine. During the 
1960s, there were three processes for drawing glass: the Fourcault and the 

                                                        
478 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 92. 
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Pittsburgh vertical processes and the Libbey-Owens horizontal process.479 
According to Olavi Uusitalo, industrial management scholar, the Pittsburgh 
process stood out as the dominant manufacturing technology in sheet glass 
production in the first decades after the Second World War.480 This process 
had been adopted by Pilkington and Saint-Gobain, and was most certainly 
used by the developer itself, PPG. 

Sheet glass production involved a number of mechanical operations. In the 
first stage, the melting of the raw materials, mechanical weighing and mixing 
of the raw materials was used. In the drawing stage, mechanical drawing 
machines were used to draw a ribbon of glass out of the drawing kiln. 
Machines were also used in the third stage of the production—the cooling 
oven.  

Sheet glass manufacturing also involved manual labor, however. Until the 
mid 1960s, the glass-cutting operations were largely performed by skilled craft 
cutters.481 Glass-cutting machines were, however, gaining ground. An 
important development in the sphere of production during the 1960s was the 
introduction of automatic cutting machines. They were first introduced in 
plate glass manufacture shortly after the Second World War and subsequently, 
after some resistance by the craft cutters, in sheet glass manufacture beginning 
in the early 1960s.482 The cutting machines eventually drove the craft cutters 
out of the flat glass industry. This reduced capital’s dependence on its workers.  

Adhering to the complexity of sheet glass manufacture in particular was 
the phenomenon of “waisting” of the glass ribbon. As the molten glass was 
drawn from the drawing kiln, the glass ribbon that followed along had a 
strong tendency of reducing its width, or forming a “waist.” The approach to 
this problem in the 1960s was primarily mechanical. In the predominant 
Pittsburgh process, the width of the ribbon was maintained by drawing it past 
coolers, after which its edges were gripped and cooled by rollers to prevent 
further “waisting.”483 

In plate glass manufacture, the molten glass was delivered from the tank 
between a pair of casting rollers. The rollers shaped the glass to the desired 
thickness and width, after which it was cooled and cut. A production 
bottleneck in plate glass manufacture was the handling of glass, for instance 
the turning and replacement of the glass plates on the grinding tables so that 
the glass could be ground on the reverse side. Line speeds, in this system, 
depended on the quickness of the workers in rotating the glass. Incentive 
systems and additional workers could be used to increase the speed of the line. 

                                                        
479 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 92. 
480 Uusitalo, Olavi, “Development in the Flat Glass Industry in Scandinavia, 1910–1990: The Impact 
of Technological Change,” The Scandinavian Economic History Review (1997), p. 282. 
481 Bain 1964, p. 63. 
482 The United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America, The UGCWNA in Pictures, Columbus 
1956, pp. 207–208; Bain 1964, p. 121. 
483 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 92. 
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This was a typical spot which would have been strategic to workers in terms of 
striking. In the 1950s, “twin grinding” was adopted from Europe, which 
eliminated the need to rotate the glass for grinding on the reverse side—the 
twin grinding process ground the glass on both sides simultaneously. Soon, 
twin-polishing was introduced as well. The twin grinding and polishing 
processes eliminated the need to cut the glass when it emerged from the 
forming stage. Instead, the glass moved uninterruptedly from the melting 
furnace, into the annealing lehr, and through the grinding and polishing 
operations. Other innovations designed to improve the handling of the glass 
included a “barrel” to turn the glass, conveyors and cranes to handle the plates 
and sheets, and suction cups to hold the glass conveniently when it was 
moved.484 
 

Figure 13. The twin grinding plate glass process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Hamon, Maurice, Saint-Gobain 1665–1990: The Making of a French Multinational, 

Paris 1988, p. 145. 

Patterned glass was made by passing the molten glass between rollers, one or 
both of which had engraved patterns which were imprinted on the surface of 
the glass ribbon. Polished plate glass was made by grinding and polishing 
rough-cast plate glass. After having passed through the casting rollers and the 
annealing lehr, the glass ribbon was fed continuously into a machine which 
ground the ribbon on both sides simultaneously. Thereafter, the ribbon was 
cut into the desired sizes and then polished to give it a clear and undistorted 
vision. Plate glass and polished plate glass manufacture was essentially also 
mechanical processes. Molten glass was delivered from a tank and was nipped 
between a pair of casting rollers which gave the glass its desired dimensions. 
The glass was then passed through an annealing lehr to cool off gradually.485 

                                                        
484 Bain 1964, p. 118. 
485 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 93. 
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According to Uusitalo, the investment costs and the production capacities 
were much lower in sheet glass production than in plate glass production. 
Therefore, he states, it was possible for smaller, independent companies to 
commence in sheet glass production.486 Sheet glass production was, therefore, 
less vulnerable than plate glass production to work stoppages, at least 
financially. 

Safety glass was manufactured by three different processing operations of 
raw flat glass. One of them was toughening, in which the glass was reheated to 
the softening point and then quickly cooled off by jets of compressed air. The 
other operation was laminating, in which two pieces of flat glass were put 
together with a layer of plastic between them. Wired glass, finally, which had 
a wire mesh embedded in it, was manufactured by a sandwich technique in 
which the wire was applied on top of a thin ribbon of glass and a second 
ribbon was flowed on top of the wire. 

Safety glass manufacturing entailed a number of mechanical processes 
which involved the use of a variety of mechanical tools and equipment. In the 
toughening of flat glass, for instance, the glasses were suspended on tongs and 
placed in the toughening furnace. Curved toughened glass was produced by 
the process of either die bending or sag bending. In the die bending process, 
the glass was pressed between a male and a female die which were closed on 
the glass after it was removed from the furnace. After the swift cooling stage, 
the glass was subjected to a test blow by an automatic hammer and examined 
with a Polaroid strain-viewing device. 

In the assembly stage of the laminating process, the glasses were fit 
together and passed through a series of heaters and rollers to achieve initial 
adhesion. The laminate was then subjected to further heat and pressure in an 
autoclave. 

Safety glass production also involved a number of manual stages. Between 
several of the processing operations, the glass was inspected for quality, 
essentially by the human eye, except for in the strain inspection when Polaroid 
apparatus was used. In the reheating operations, moreover, careful temperature 
control of the furnace required a skilled furnace operator.487  

Adding to the level of complexity in all types of flat glass manufacturing 
was the fact that the processes were continuous. This made it difficult to adjust 
output with regard to fluctuations in demand. The large tanks, for instance, 
were time-consuming to start up and costly to shut down. In the United 
Kingdom, Pilkington Brothers Ltd. planned its production capacity in relation 
to estimates of future demand. For Pilkington, this normally meant 15 percent 
excess capacity with regard to actual load. The company also held large stocks 
to be able to meet sudden spurts in demand. Pilkington also regarded its 
manufacturing associates and overseas subsidiaries as additional sources to be 

                                                        
486 Uusitalo 1997, p. 281. 
487 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 94–95. 
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drawn on if demand were suddenly to be increased in excess of production 
capacity.488 This was probably a general approach among flat glass 
manufacturers, since production technologies in this industry were very 
homogenous. The continuous nature of the manufacturing process made this 
industry fundamentally vulnerable to work stoppages. 

Adding further to the level of complexity in flat glass manufacturing was 
the quality inconsistencies in the glass. The quality of the manufactured glass 
depended primarily on the day-to-day performance of the furnaces and 
machines, which could only be determined after the glass had been produced. 
Controlling the quantities of certain qualities was therefore very difficult and 
required good communication between the glass inspectors and furnace and 
machine operators.489 In 1967, the ASG management took a step toward 
greater independence from the skills of its workers by installing a computer as 
an operational production unit. The management calculated that the computer 
would result in decreased labor costs and optimized glass yields.490 It would, 
moreover, diminish the workers’ control over the labor process. 
 
Table 6. Value ($) of ASG’s properties, plants, and equipments after 
depreciation, 1958–1969. 
Year Value ($) Value as percentage of total sales for the year (%) 
1958 13,253,592 52.7 
1959 13,009,577 39.5 
1960 17,497,472 68.3 
1961 42,123,340* 165.9* 
1962 56,013,566 190.0 
1963 54,666,422 141.9 
1964 53,152,617 116.8 
1965 51,562,839 108.7 
1966 51,230,920 109.3 
1967 53,578,460 130.6 
1968 53,344,016 118.5 
1969 52,326,769 126.0 

Source: American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1969 Annual Reports, Kingsport, 

Tennessee (respective years).  

* The significant increase this year can be explained by the fact that ASG was building a new plate 

glass plant in Greenland, Tennessee, that had not yet commenced production.  

Production in ASG was capital-intensive. It was built on extensive properties, 
plants, and equipment which required regular maintenance. The life spans of 
the glass furnaces in ASG, for instance, were usually no longer than three 

                                                        
488 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 15; Bain 1964, p. 63. 
489 United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 16. 
490 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1968 Annual Report, Kingsport 1969, pp. 3, 6. 
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years and they were recurrently down for repairs.491 There were in general two 
kinds of repairs: hot repairs and cold repairs. Hot repairs could be performed 
while the tanks were still in operation. Cold repairs, on the other hand, meant 
that the furnace was drained of molten glass and was allowed to cool off. Cold 
repairs could take several months to complete. 
 

Figure 14. The float glass process. 

 
Source: Hamon, Maurice, Saint-Gobain 1665–1990: The Making of a French Multinational, 

Paris 1988, p. 145. 

Renovations of furnaces were expensive to both company and workers. The 
annual reports of ASG show that the company spent on average over 
$906,000 on furnace repairs each year from 1958 to 1966. Although specific 
numbers are missing, indications are that furnace repairs took place in 1967–
1969 as well.492 In the beginning of the 1960s, ASG invested in a new plant in 
Greenland, Tennessee, which tied up even more of its capital.493 This means 
that standstills in production must have been extremely expensive to the 
company. To the workers, furnace renovations were also costly since a majority 
of them were laid off in the meantime. 

In 1959, the British flat glass manufacturer Pilkington introduced the float 
glass process. (Figure 14.) Float glass was manufactured by having molten 
glass floated on molten tin. Heat was applied from above to melt out any 
irregularity on the surface and allow the glass to conform to the flat tin 
underneath. The glass ribbon then passed over the tin bath and the heat was 
reduced until the ribbon could be placed on rollers in the annealing lehr 
without scratching the surface. Different thicknesses were achieved by the 
control of the physical forces and chemical condition to which the glass was 
subjected on the tin surface.  

                                                        
491 Cold repairs of different furnaces were reported throughout the 1958–1974 period in the 
“Operations” section of the ASG Annual Reports. 
492 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1969 Annual Reports, Kingsport 1959–1970, various 
pages (see the “Statements of Consolidated Earnings” section in these reports). 
493 The American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1969 Annual Reports, Kingsport 1959–1970.  
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The float process eliminated several stages in the prevailing manufacture of 
flat glass, not many of which were manual, however. The most important 
implication of float glass was that grinding and polishing, both completely 
mechanical operations, were made redundant.494 
 

Figure 15. Types of flat glass production in the United States, 1964–1980. (Millions of 

sq. ft.) 
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Source: Edge, Charles K., “Section 11. Flat Glass Manufacturing Processes,” The Handbook 

of Glass Manufacture, 3rd Edition, Volume II, Tooley, Fay V. (ed.), New York 1984, pp. 

714–718. 

The float glass process produced flat glass of very high quality that did not 
need to be ground or polished. The surfaces of the glass were perfectly parallel 
and were of better quality than both sheet and polished plate glass.495 A float 
glass plant was also cheaper to run than a plate glass plant, since the length of 
the production line was about a half. According to Harvey Martin, former 
staff member of the United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America 
(UGCW), the float glass process eliminated 500 to 600 jobs at each plate glass 
plant.496 According to Charles Levinson, the float glass technology led to a 
radical streamlining of flat glass manufacturing. The relatively modern 
mechanical manufacturing processes that were dominant before the float glass 
technology required about 80 people per shift, while the very first generation 
of float glass lines did not need more than 14 workers—while at the same time 
output tripled. The second generation of float glass lines, which was about to 
come on-stream in the mid 1970s, further reduced the required labor force, 
                                                        
494 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 93–94. 
495 Bain 1964, p. 122. 
496 Harvey Martin’s correspondence with the author in 2008, Fredrik Håkansson’s Personal Archive, 
Växjö, Sweden, and United States Tariff Commission 1969, p. 94. 
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while the production was both larger and of higher quality.497 According to 
Trevor Bain, the float glass process allowed savings in four different respects: 
first, the power requirements were smaller; second, the need for routine 
maintenance was smaller; third, it allowed higher utilization of the raw 
materials (less waste); and fourth, it eliminated the grinding and polishing 
operations and therefore reduced both labor and capital costs.498 Importantly, 
it may also have increased the need for efficient retraining and skill formation 
among the workers during the implementation phase. 

Float glass was very successful on the market. It drove plate glass more or 
less out of business in the United States in only ten years. (Figure 15.) 
Notably, however, sheet glass does not seem to have been set aside by float 
glass until the mid 1970s. After 1975, the share of sheet glass seems to have 
diminished sharply. In light of this circumstance, might the introduction of 
float glass have been irrelevant to the conflict in the ASG’s sheet glass plants? 
The answer must be no. The demise of sheet glass in favor of float glass was 
anticipated by the UGCW already in 1967: 
 

It is likely, moreover, that further expansion in world capacity to produce 
float glass will generate competitive pressures that will accelerate the rate 
at which such […], the maintenance of satisfactory levels of operation by 
domestic producers of sheet glass will become increasingly difficult.499 

 
It was only a matter of time before float glass would drive sheet glass out of 
competition too. As long as the rather large float glass investments forced 
companies to maintain higher prices for float glass than sheet glass, sheet glass 
remained competitive. But the day when float glass would outrank sheet glass 
not only in quality but also in price would inevitably come, which must have 
been evident to everyone involved.  

There are strong reasons to believe that ASG’s sheet glass plants in 
Arnold, Jeannette, and Okmulgee, which, according to Harvey Martin, 
manufactured mainly construction window glass products,500 operated 
according to the Pittsburgh process. (Figure 12.) According to Saint-Gobain 
historian Maurice Hamon, Saint-Gobain had acquired a license for 
manufacturing according to the Pittsburgh process in 1929. This, states 
Hamon, guaranteed Saint-Gobain a “smooth sailing” until the float glass 
process revolutionized manufacturing in the 1960s.501 Moreover, a 
manufacturing illustration on the front cover of the 1963 Annual Report of 

                                                        
497 Levinson 1974, p. 67. 
498 Bain 1964, pp 122, 124.  
499 “Tariff Commission Head Opposes Glass Reductions,” The Glass Workers News, October, 1967, p. 
11. The quotation is abridged because of an unreadable line in the newspaper. 
500 Harvey Martin’s correspondence with the author, 2008, Fredrik Håkansson’s Personal Archive, 
Växjö, Sweden. 
501 Hamon 1988, pp. 125, 129. 
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American Saint Gobain shows prominent similarities to this process. (Figure 
16.) On the other hand, William Phillips, Arnold 17 member, stated in 
December 1959 that “the final three Fourcault machines [at the Arnold plant] 
are being changed over for automation.” The Arnold plant evidently was 
equipped with Fourcault machines too.502 

 

Figure 16. Front cover of the 1963 Annual Report of American Saint Gobain 

Corporation depicting the sheet glass process. 

 
Source: American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1963 Annual Report, Kingsport, Tennessee, 

1964, front cover. 

The 1963 Annual Report also explains the cover in words, which strengthens 
the impression that ASG was using the Pittsburgh vertical drawing process: 

 

                                                        
502 William Phillips, “News From the Locals,” Glass Workers News, December 1959. 



 181

At ASG’s three sheet glass plants, manufacture of Lustra-Line sheet glass 
begins with precise mixing and melting of raw materials. The molten 
glass flows from the furnace into a series of rectangular canals, each of 
which feeds a three-story high drawing machine. The glass is drawn 
upward into the machine through a narrow slit cut in a clay block (called 
a debiteuse) partially submerged in the liquid glass. To start the draw, a 
multi-pronged steel bar is lowered into the molten glass, then slowly 
withdrawn through the debiteuse. Glass clings to the bar, and a 
uniformly thick ribbon is drawn up into the machine. The drawing 
machine acts as an annealing tunnel, gradually air-cooling the glass and 
creating a smooth, fire-polished surface. At the top of the machine, the 
glass is automatically cut into large sheets which are later inspected and 
cut to specified sizes.503 

 
The sheet glass workers in American Saint Gobain were mainly machine 
tenders. The collective agreement between the UGCW and the Jeannette, 
Arnold, and Okmulgee plants of ASG, effective 1964–1966, lists plant 
departments and wage rates for a number of occupational titles in the various 
departments. (See Appendix.) It is not possible to reconstruct the composition 
of the workforce in sheet glass manufacturing from this material, since it does 
not state the number of holders of each occupation title, but titles such as 
“operators,” “checkers,” “platform men,” and “batch mixers” make for the 
conclusion that the workforce consisted of a large number of different 
machine tenders.504 This implies that the division of labor had advanced 
considerably in the United States flat glass industry in the mid 1960s and that 
the workers’ control over the labor process was small. 

 

                                                        
503 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1963 Annual Report, Kingsport 1964. 
504 “Agreement Between United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America AFL-CIO, CLC and 
The American Saint Gobain Corporation for Arnold Local 17, Jeannette Local 21, and Okmulgee 
Local 10. Effective March 15, 1964 to March 15, 1966,” pp. 76–85, box 2, folder 2349, Kheel Center 
for Labor-Management Documentation & Archives, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York, United 
States. 
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Figure 17. Illustration of patterned glass manufacturing process in the 1963 Annual 

Report of the ASG. 

 
Source: American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1963 Annual Report, Kingsport, Tennessee, 

1964, p. 2. 

According to Maurice Hamon, ASG’s plate glass plants in Greenland and 
Kingsport, Tennessee, used a continuous casting process developed by Saint-
Gobain in 1920. The plants were also equipped with twin grinding machines, 
acquired from Pilkington in 1937, allowing for simultaneous grinding on both 
sides. In 1955, Saint-Gobain developed a continuous polishing process, the 
Jusant process. The Greenland, Tennessee, plant, built in 1958–1962, was 
equipped with the continuous polishing process.505 Two depictions in the 

                                                        
505 Hamon 1988, pp. 122–123, 142. 
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1963 Annual Report of the rolled glass manufacturing process at ASG’s 
Kingsport, Tennessee, plant confirm the information provided by Hamon. 
(Figure 18.) 
 

Figure 18. Illustration of the plate glass process in the 1963 Annual Report of the ASG. 

Source: American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1963 Annual Report, Kingsport, Tennessee, 

1964, pp. 11–12. 

In 1963, the first cutting machine was introduced in ASG. It was agreed to 
fall under the jurisdiction of the Window Glass Cutters League of America.506 
In 1965, automatic glass cutting had been installed on all production lines.507 
Further developments of the glass cutting machines in 1966 resulted, 
according to the 1966 Annual Report, in an increase of 33 percent in output 
and a reduction in manpower.508 

In 1966–68, ASG introduced a computer as an operational production 
unit, reducing order processing time, supplying accurate order status reports, 
improving shipping schedules, controlling costs, and focusing attention on 

                                                        
506 “In the Matter of Arbitration between Window Glass Cutters League of America AFL-CIO and 
United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America, AFL-CIO-CLC and ASG Industries, Inc.: 
Award of Arbitration,” pp. 3–4, folder 33, box 3, LOF Glassworkers’ Collection, West Virginia State 
Archives, Charleston, West Virginia, United States. 
507 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1965 Annual Report, Kingsport, Tennessee, 1966. 
508 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1966 Annual Report, Kingsport, Tennessee, 1967.  



 184

areas requiring improvements.509 According to the management, the computer 
was envisaged as improving productivity and reducing labor costs: 

 
The installation of an 1800 IBM computer as an operational production 
unit was completed, and substantial savings have been projected through 
its use in optimizing glass yields and decreasing labor costs in plate glass 
manufacture.510 

 
ASG did not update its manufacturing in concordance with the float glass 
process, as many of its American competitors did, but continued to operate 
with the drawing and casting processes throughout the 1960s. The parent 
company, Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, did however adopt the process in its 
West German, Italian, and Spanish operations in 1965–67.511 

In 1969, consequently, the manufacture of sheet glass was a highly 
mechanized process and the handling of molten glass at high temperatures 
through various operations made it quite complex. The requirements for 
communication between the various stations of the production was high in 
order to maintain a high quality product. True, a number of innovations, such 
as twin grinding and a computerized manufacturing process reduced its 
complexity in the absolute sense. But the introduction of the revolutionary 
float glass technology in the early 1960s implied that the window glass 
production, which did not comply with this technical development until well 
into the 1970s, lagged behind and became more complex in the relative sense 
compared to the production of other flat glass products. The introduction of 
float glass, moreover, came to demand a smooth transition process in the flat 
glass industry. To begin with, this requirement must have been felt primarily 
in plate glass manufacture, but eventually float glass came to compete with the 
whole flat glass segment, and so the requirement of an efficient transition 
process would have made itself felt in sheet glass production too. We have 
seen that float glass did not begin to interfere with sheet glass on the market 
until around the mid 1970s. This may warrant the conclusion that float glass 
was not a major influence on the employers’ benefit from a well-organized 
labor force in sheet glass production at the time of the conflict in 1969. But it 
was only a matter of time before float glass would drive sheet glass out of 
competition too. As long as the rather large float glass investments forced 
companies to maintain higher prices for float glass than for sheet glass, sheet 
glass remained competitive. But the day when float glass would outrank sheet 
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glass not only in quality but also in price would inevitably come, which must 
have been evident to everyone involved.  

The introduction and development of float glass, therefore, would have 
had the effect that employers’ benefit from a well-organized labor force 
increased as a quick and smooth conversion of technology required a 
cooperative workforce. This should have created conditions for a positive class 
compromise in the sphere of production.  

The Competitive Situation in the Flat Glass Industry 
According to Trevor Bain, the flat glass industry had adopted an oligopolistic 
structure after the introduction of machinery in the first decades of the 
twentieth century. Machines required large investments that only the 
financially strongest of the manufacturers could afford, and this resulted in 
mergers and aggressive take-over policies. The pioneers, and ultimately the 
controllers, of the machine-made glass in the United States were three 
companies: Libbey-Owens-Ford (LOF), Pittsburgh Plate Glass (PPG), and 
the American Window Glass Company. The two major domestic plate glass 
manufacturers, LOF and PPG, had an agreement to share the plate glass 
market between them. Mainly, LOF was supposed to sell to General Motors 
and PPG to Chrysler. Both of them sold to Ford, but Ford also had its own 
production of automobile window glass. Even though such market sharing 
agreements did not exist formally after the Second World War, the two 
companies still controlled 96 percent of the plate glass market and 65 percent 
of the sheet glass market in 1956.512  

There were two circumstances that raised major obstacles to new entries in 
the flat glass industry, Bain maintains. First, there was a freight neutralization 
policy that made it impossible for buyers to save money on transportation by 
choosing the closest manufacturer. The manufacturer would assume the 
balance of the freight charge in relation to its nearest competitor. Second, the 
large producers allowed each other licenses to manufacture according to their 
technologies, without which it was very difficult to compete. A new 
competitor, moreover, would have had a choice between the following three 
alternatives regarding marketing: 

 
• Selling directly to consumers through its own distribution organization and 

sales outlets 
• Using the established marketing system 
• Selling to all jobbers and distributors 
 
The first alternative would have required large initial expenses, unattainable to 
most newcomers. The second and third alternatives would have required 
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interruption of the established relationships and contacts between producers 
and their customers, which also would have been very difficult.513 

Prior to 1958, the third largest sheet glass manufacturer was the American 
Window Glass Company, which had approximately 10 percent of the sheet 
glass market. In the sheet glass industry, however, the relationship between 
seller and buyer was not as close as within the automobile glass market. There 
was, however, an elaborate market sharing system developed jointly by the 
manufacturers’ and the distributors’ respective organizations.514 In the housing 
industry, moreover, it was not possible to take advantage of Taylorism, 
Fordism, and time studies to the same extent as in the automotive industry, 
which meant that housing became relatively more expensive.515 The sheet glass 
market was thus developing more slowly than the plate glass market. 

In 1958, the structure of the flat glass industry changed somewhat upon 
the expansion of capacity in two of the smaller companies in the industry. 
First, the Ford Motor Company constructed a new flat glass plant in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Second, the American Window Glass Company was 
merged with the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation and formed the American 
Saint Gobain Corporation, which, in 1962, opened a new plate glass plant in 
Greenland, Tennessee. These changes affected the relative market shares of 
the domestic producers.516  

The 1960s was a decade of considerable growth in productivity and 
structural change of the selection of products in the flat glass industry. 
Between 1964 and 1968, the theoretical aggregate annual capacity of the 
United States producers to manufacture flat glass grew by approximately 12.5 
percent. The most important change occurred in plate and float glass capacity. 
Plate glass manufacturing fell from 2.0 million tons517 a year in 1964 to 1.1 
million tons in 1969. At the same time, the float glass capacity increased from 
0.1 million tons in 1964 to 1.3 million tons in 1969. Between the end of 1963 
and 1969, United States glass producers spent $230 million on capital 
investments in flat glass and tempered glass facilities. Float glass accounted for 
64 percent of that amount, 16 percent was invested in tempered glass facilities, 
14 percent in sheet glass, 5 percent in plate glass, and 1 percent in rolled glass. 
The capacity of United States producers to manufacture sheet glass increased 
slightly from 1.4 million tons in 1964 to 1.5 million tons in 1969. Between 
1964 and 1969, eight plate glass lines and one sheet glass line were dismantled 
in the United States, and nine new float glass lines were built.518 
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A development which took place at the end of the 1960s was that the 
automobile manufacturers, who, over the course of the 1960s, started to 
produce flat glass themselves, now not only were competing with the more 
refined flat glass companies in the automotive market. Since float glass 
eventually erased the difference which existed between plate glass and sheet 
glass, the automobile manufacturers now competed with the sheet glass 
manufacturers in the construction industry too. Automobile manufacturers 
had more opportunities to adapt quickly to float glass production, because they 
had larger budgets. Float glass manufacturing, however, was so efficient that 
the automobile manufacturers soon were encumbered with over-capacity. To 
speed up the repayments of the investments, they began selling the surplus flat 
glass to the construction industry. This meant that the sheet glass producers 
faced more competition, not only from the flat glass companies that had 
shifted to float glass production, but from a whole new industry. Since float 
glass was increasingly replacing both plate and sheet glass, the somewhat 
higher import duties on sheet glass could no longer provide much relief from 
foreign imports.519 Customers were now buying float glass instead of sheet 
glass. 

In 1969, flat glass production was a highly concentrated industry. Twenty-
nine companies accounted for the combined production of flat glass and 
tempered glass in the United States. Eight of these companies were involved 
in the manufacturing of raw flat glass, and the other 21 companies were 
mainly involved in different forms of processing activities of raw flat glass, 
predominantly tempering of flat glass. Half of the raw glass manufacturers 
(four) accounted for nearly all plate glass production, more than 87 percent of 
the United States sheet glass production, and over half of the rolled glass 
production. Three of these four companies accounted for all of the float glass 
production in the United States. Three smaller companies—American Saint 
Gobain Corporation (ASG), Rolland Glass Company, and Harding Glass 
Company—also produced substantial amounts of flat glass except float. ASG 
produced plate glass, sheet glass, rolled glass, and tempered glass. The other 
two companies produced sheet glass and one also produced smaller amounts of 
tempered glass.520 

Adding to the competitive context in the United States flat glass industry 
in the late 1960s was the foreign competition and imports on the United 
States market. One way of understanding competition in the flat glass industry 
is to take a closer look at the import tariffs concerning flat glass. Since tariffs 
add to the price of consumer goods, tariffs may affect the competitive relation 
between domestic and foreign goods, particularly in flat glass where price was 
the foremost means of competition. Since customers hardly could tell how a 
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specific piece of flat glass had been manufactured, price consideration was the 
predominant factor in the selection of one type over another.521  

A landmark in the United States tariff history is the Smoot-Hawley Tariff 
Act of 1930, which affected over twenty thousand goods and raised US tariffs 
to record levels.522 According to a modest estimate, tariffs had been raised by 
roughly 20 percent on average by this act.523 The Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act 
was subsequently accused, both in its own time and in the postwar period, of 
having been a major cause in the Great Depression.524 Tariffs were 
subsequently lowered in successive stages in 1932–1958. In the 1960s, tariff 
reductions gained increased impetus as a result of the 1962 Trade Expansion 
Act.  

Flat glass was no exception in the reductions of import tariffs after 1930. 
According to the United States Tariff Commission, tariffs on ordinary rolled 
glass were set at 1.5 cents per pound in 1930. In 1948, under the General 
Agreements on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), this tariff was reduced by 50 
percent to 0.75 cents per pound. Thereafter, the tariff was reduced by 15 
percent in three stages, the last becoming effective on June 30, 1958. At that 
point the tariff was down at 0.625 cents per pound of ordinary rolled glass.525 

Tariffs on sheet glass ranged from 1 7/8 cents per pound to 3 3/4 cents per 
pound depending on the surface area of the glass. These rates were reduced by 
25 percent in 1932. From 1938 to 1939 the rates were reduced by a further 30 
percent. In 1951, the rate on sheet glass was lowered again by 24 percent. 
During the 1950s, the rate was lowered further in three stages, the last 
effective June 30, 1958, by an average of 13 percent. 

The 1930 tariffs on ordinary plate glass ranged from 12 1/2 cents to 19 3/4 
cents per square foot, depending on the surface area. Plate glass measuring 
half an inch or more in thickness was subject to a minimum rate of 50 percent 
ad valorem.526 These rates were reduced by approximately 33 percent in 1935 
and by 50 percent in 1948 (under GATT). In 1956–1958, these rates were 
reduced further by 15 percent in three annual stages. The minimum rate 
applicable to plate glass of half an inch or more in thickness was reduced from 
50 percent to 25 percent ad valorem in 1948, and was further reduced in three 
stages in 1956–1958 to 21 percent. Plate glass containing wire netting was 
subject to similar tariff reductions.527 
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Tempered glass was also subject to tariff reductions. According to the 1930 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, tempered glass was dutiable at 50 percent ad 
valorem. This rate was reduced to 40 percent ad valorem in 1948, to 25 
percent in 1951, and in three annual stages to 21 percent effective in 1958.528  

In 1962, the White House was given authority by the United States 
Congress through the Trade Expansion Act to negotiate tariff reductions of 
up to 50 percent on trade between the United States and the European 
Economic Community (EEC). In pursuance of an escape-clause procedure, 
however, rates of duty on imported sheet glass were doubled on average in 
1962.529 The Kennedy administration raised the import tariffs on sheet glass 
upon recommendation by the Tariff Commission, but faced massive protest 
from the EEC.530 During the Kennedy Round of the GATT in 1963–1967, 
the tariffs applicable to ordinary rolled, plate and float glass were each reduced 
by 50 percent (put into effect in five annual stages in 1968–1972).531 In 1967, 
the concessions with regard to import duties on sheet glass were restored to 
some extent.532 As reported by the management of the ASG, import tariffs on 
sheet glass were lowered by 50 percent in January 1967,533 and further 
reductions were implemented in June 1967, which increased competitiveness 
of foreign sheet glass. The management states that imported glass sold for as 
much as 25 percent under domestic market prices.534 

The remaining escape-action rates were to be eliminated on December 31, 
1969, unless the President was to act in order to extend them. If he did not, 
tariffs on window glass would drop by approximately 33 percent.535 

The ad valorem 1969 import duties on different types of flat glass were, 
consequently, as follows:536 

 
• Ordinary sheet glass (window glass): 18.6–25.5 percent. 
• Tempered glass: 17.5 percent 
• Ordinary plate and float glass (over 15/32 inch in thickness): 16.5 percent 
• Ordinary plate and float glass (not over 15/32 inch in thickness): 8.8–12 

percent 
• Ordinary rolled glass: 7.9 percent 
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The relative competitiveness of foreign sheet glass compared to domestic flat 
glass was, consequently, increasing between 1930, when tariffs were raised on 
a vast number of commodities, and 1962, when President Kennedy decided to 
utilize the escape-action clause and raise once again the import duties on sheet 
glass, since most tariffs in this period were reduced considerably. To know 
whether reductions of import tariffs on sheet glass really intensified 
competition in the industry, it is also necessary to investigate the development 
of actual imports of flat glass into the United States. 

In addition to the domestic competition, companies from abroad 
successfully penetrated the American market in the postwar period, as demand 
for flat glass started to exceed the domestic supply. The market share for the 
domestic producers fell from 97.8 percent in 1950 to 75.4 percent in 1960. 
Foreign competition continued to grow over the span of the 1960s. Harold E. 
Simpson, professor of glass science, states that imports of plate and float glass 
in 1967 had increased 44.7 percent over 1962 and reached a level of 20 percent 
of the United States construction and mirror markets. Imports of sheet glass 
were even greater, reaching 25 percent of domestic consumption.537  

 

Figure 19. United States imports of flat glass for consumption, 1964–1968 (thousand 

pounds). 
 

Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass: Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington D.C., 1969, pp. 145, 159, 171. 

Thus, foreign competition was strong in the sheet glass business but did not 
affect the automobile glass segment, due to the close relationships between the 
automobile manufacturers and the domestic producers.538 This corresponds 
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well to import figures presented by the United States Tariff Commission. 
(Figure 19.) 

Both the management and workers of ASG complained about the high 
imports. Members of the management calculate in the 1961 Annual Report 
that imports of sheet glass accounted for approximately 25 percent of the 
United States consumption in both 1960 and 1961, and they argue that the 
situation of high imports had “plagued” the industry for the past few years.539 
In May 1969, Eugene Mangan of United Glass and Ceramic Workers, Local 
21, stated in The Glass Workers News that foreign imports were “stealing the 
market” from the Jeannette plant of the ASG.540 This image is supported to 
some extent by available statistics regarding imports of flat glass. (Figure 19.) 
Both management and trade union representatives, consequently, raised 
demands for higher tariffs on flat glass.  
 

Figure 20. Net earnings of ASG 1957–1969 ($). 
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Source: American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1969 Annual Reports, Kingsport, 

Tennessee, (respective years) various pages. 

A brief survey of the competitors of ASG shows that the company’s prospect 
of sales probably was limited. When the ASG was established in the late 
1950s, Maurice Hamon states, its market share in the United States was 
approximately 10 percent.541 According to Herbert R. Northrup and Richard 
L. Rowan, ASG remained “considerably smaller” than the American flat glass 
producers Libbey-Owens-Ford and PPG Industries, but larger than the 
Guardian Industries Corporation, C. E. Glass, Inc., and Fourco Glass 
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Company.542 When the Greenland, Tennessee, plant was inaugurated in 1962, 
the American competitors countered by reducing their prices by 30 percent.543  

In spite of the sales surge during the early 1960s, ASG was not a very 
profitable company. It only yielded a surplus in five out of the 13 years 
preceding the strike in 1969. Figure 20 shows the profit situation in ASG, 
according to the company’s financial statements. The graph illustrates clearly 
that the 1960s was not a very successful decade for ASG—profits fluctuated 
considerably and the company often incurred significant losses. 

There is reason to believe that the increased imports of sheet glass affected 
the economic performance of ASG adversely. In early 1968, the Arnold, 
Pennsylvania, plant had to be placed on stand-by due to excess inventories of 
sheet glass. Operations there were limited to shipping from packed stock 
inventories and transferring uncut glass to the Jeannette, Pennsylvania, sheet 
glass plant.544 The profit situation in ASG strengthens the impression that 
conditions worsened in 1967. The positive economic results in 1964–66 were 
followed by negative results in 1967–69. (Figure 20.) Levinson maintains that 
Saint-Gobain manipulated its bookkeeping so that it would appear as if all the 
profit was made in the tax havens and none in the production units. However, 
the heavy loss in 1963 correspond to the reduction of import duties on flat 
glass (except sheet glass) in 1962 in the United States, and the losses in 1967–
69 coincide with the reduction of import duties on sheet glass. These figures, 
consequently, do not appear to be fabricated.  

Also when it comes to the level of competition in the United States flat 
glass industry, thus, there is evidence to suggest that conditions existed for a 
positive class compromise. The foreign glass increased its competitiveness 
steadily throughout the 1950s and 1960s, with the exception of window glass 
for a limited time. The increased competition is likely to have made an 
efficient and flexible production more and more crucial and the value of a 
well-organized labor force should have increased. 

Having determined that labor’s associational strength would have had the 
potential to benefit capital’s material interest in the sphere of production, it is 
now time to have a closer look at what the actual associational strength of the 
workers was.  

The Associational Strength of Labor in the Sphere of Production 
One of capital’s material interests that bears on its relation with labor in the 
sphere of production, according to Wright, is the ability to control the labor 
process. By being able to choose and change technology, assign labor to 
different tasks, change the pace of work, and so on, capital may maximize its 
revenues. Substantial working-class associational power may interfere 
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negatively with this ability. This may reduce capital’s material interest. Under 
conditions of considerable technological complexity in the manufacturing 
process and/or intense competition on the market, however, the associational 
strength of workers may afford capitalists significant benefits.  

According to Wright, the typical form of workers’ association in the sphere 
of production is the Works Council.545 In the United States flat glass industry 
in the 1960s, the closest thing to a Works Council was the Industrial 
Relations Committee. By having a closer look at the Industrial Relations 
Committee, this section attempts to understand and determine the flat glass 
workers’ associational strength in the sphere of production.  

According to economist Trevor Bain, the settlement of work rules 
problems in the United States had been assigned to local plant management, 
the union’s Industrial Relations Committee, and the grievance process during 
the postwar period.546 The collective agreement between the ASG and the 
UGCW signed in 1964 gives an idea of how the workers’ influence over the 
labor process at the plant level was instituted and what the function of the 
Industrial Relations Committee was. According to the contract, the union was 
entitled to appoint one or more “grievance men” and an Industrial Relations 
Committee consisting of the president and the vice-president of the local 
union, a Wage Committee man and four members of the union. When the 
workers were dissatisfied with something (when they had a “grievance”), they 
were, in the first instance, supposed to report to the appointed grievance man, 
who then was supposed to take the issue up directly with the foreman in 
charge of the department in question. If the grievance could not be solved by 
raising the question with the foreman, the grievance man should refer the 
issue to the president or the vice-president of the local union, who should 
address the plant superintendent with the issue or take it up with the 
Industrial Relations Committee. The Industrial Relations Committee should 
then also take up the issue with the plant superintendent. Representatives of 
the company should meet with the Industrial Relations Committee at least 
once a month for the purpose of reaching “a fair and impartial adjustment of 
all such misunderstandings or grievances which have been referred to the 
committee.” If the matter could not be settled this way, it was supposed to be 
referred to the president of the union and the general management of the 
company. The next step would have been to refer the issue to impartial 
arbitration.547 If the workers and the management could not settle the issue 
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through the grievance procedure they could agree to refer it to an impartial 
arbitration committee whereby both parties tied themselves to the decision of 
the committee. The arbitration committee would have three members: one 
chosen by the management (but not an employee of the company), one chosen 
by the union (but not a member of it), and one chosen by the first two 
members. This procedure was also agreed upon, for instance, between the 
UGCW and the PPG in their 1959 agreement.548  

An example of how this could work in a tangible case is provided by an 
arbitration award at the ASG submitted in February 1972.549 In this award, a 
grievance filed by the Glass Cutters League of America regarding who was 
eligible to be assigned the cutoff operation on the drawing machines is denied. 
Traditionally, sheet glass was cut into salable sizes by skilled craftsmen 
organized by this craft union. In the 1960s, however, the ASG started using 
the border trimmers on the drawing machine, until then used only to break off 
the glass from the drawing machine, to produce a certain salable size of sheet 
glass which, consequently, did not have to be cut further by the craft cutters. 
Since this served to reduce the need for glass cutters in the ASG to some 
extent, the League filed a grievance maintaining that the cut off operations 
were being wrongfully assigned to the cutoff man (a job classification covered 
by the UGCW) when the border trimmers were used to produce a salable 
sheet glass. The grievance was first announced by the League to the 
superintendent of cutting in the ASG. Since he did not agree with the 
grievance, a series of court actions ensued which resulted in a tripartite 
arbitration involving the League, the UGCW, and the ASG. After having 
heard representatives (counsels) of all three parties at a particular hearing, the 
arbitrator reviewed the issue and passed his judgment. 

Formally, therefore, the workers did have an organization in place designed 
to correct errors pertaining to the sphere of production, which the company 
was obliged to meet with and respond to. As long as the workers had a 
grievance and felt that it had not been properly responded to by the company,  
they could refer the issue to a higher level and, finally, if nothing else would 
solve the issue, refer it to impartial arbitration. This organization was quite 
clearly a restriction on the employer’s right to manage and distribute the work 
at the plant.  

However, the grievance procedure did not always function satisfactorily, 
apparently. In 1968, the Arnold workers complained about its inability to 
settle issues in their plant: 
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The International Union will have to come with a new and better way 
to settle grievances at the local plant levels. As of now the Industrial 
Relations Committee and the four-step procedure is doing practically 
nothing to settle grievances with the company. 
 
Our union representatives are not to blame because they are dealing with 
the company’s good guy.550 

 
It thus appears that the workers’ associational power in this sphere was not 
always sufficient to give them the power they desired. It is, therefore, not 
possible to count too much on this organization.  

In absolute terms, the complexity of window glass manufacture decreased 
in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. A series of technical innovations 
contributed to this development. At the same time, the conversion to the 
revolutionary float glass technology within other branches of flat glass 
production caused the complexity of window glass production to increase in 
relative terms. In combination with a gradually increasing level of competition, 
not least caused by the reduction of import tariffs on flat glass, the conclusion 
of this section is that the conditions for a positive class compromise in the 
sphere of production in sheet glass manufacture increased during the 1960s. 
The employer became increasingly dependent on substantial cooperation with 
the workers and effective communication to detect and resolve production 
problems in order to maintain its market position. A closer look at the 
workers’ associational power in this sphere has shown that the workers had a 
workplace organization with formal powers and the ability to deal with 
problems and disputes. At the same time, however, there is testimony that this 
organization, the Industrial Relations Committee, did not function 
satisfactorily for the workers at the end of the 1960s.  

Since the technical complexity in the manufacturing of sheet glass and the 
level of competition in the industry provided conditions for a positive class 
compromise in the sphere of production, did the Industrial Relations 
Committee provide any benefits for the employer? According to Wright, one 
of capital’s material interests in the sphere of production is the ability to elicit 
different forms of cooperation from workers and obtain information 
concerning the problems and bottlenecks in production. This interest, in 
contrast to the interest of unilateral control over the labor process, may benefit 
from strong working-class associational power in the sphere of production. 
The most productive use of advanced technologies often requires higher levels 
of information coordination, problem solving, and adaptability than in 
traditional mass production. The benefit for capitalists of strong working-class 
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associational power may also increase along with increased competition in the 
industry, in which efficient performance in the manufacturing departments of 
the company is becoming more and more crucial. The Industrial Relations 
Committee and the grievance procedure may have filled this function—even if 
it did not serve the interests of the workers. It may very well have had the 
potential to convey information to the employer about problems and 
bottlenecks in the production even if they did not solve problems as perceived 
by the workers. 

The Sphere of Exchange 
According to Wright, the sphere of exchange constitutes the labor, 
commodity, and financial markets. Just as in the sphere of production, there 
are two aspects of the sphere of exchange that affect conditions for a positive 
class compromise. The first is the tightness of the labor market, and the 
second is the correspondence between aggregate domestic demand and the 
sales prospects for domestic manufacturers.  

One of capital’s material interests that bears on its relation with labor in 
the sphere of exchange is the ability to minimize labor costs, to decide 
unilaterally when to employ and when to lay off employees, and to have a 
labor force with a particular mix of skills in an effective labor market. This 
may afford capital higher profits and return on investments. Working-class 
strength, however, may interfere with capital’s ability to unilaterally manage 
the employment, wage, and working conditions in the company and may, 
therefore, injure capital’s material interest. 

However, under conditions of tight labor markets, when competition for 
labor among capitalists would normally push wages up—perhaps at rates 
higher than the rate of increase of productivity, thus stimulating inflation—
high levels of working-class associational power can contribute to wage 
restraint. Under conditions of close correspondence between what the 
company can produce and what the workers-as-consumers can buy, moreover, 
employers may want to elevate the incomes of workers to boost the aggregate 
demand for consumer products. The associational strength of workers may 
help employers overcome the collective problems constituted by these two 
scenarios. The tighter the labor market, and/or the closer the correspondence 
between domestic production and consumption, therefore, the greater the 
chances for a positive class compromise in the sphere of exchange.551  

This section reports on an investigation of the conditions for a positive 
class compromise in labor relations provided for by these aspects. The 
principal questions in this section are whether capitalists were served by weak 
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or strong labor associations on the labor market and whether the actual 
associational strength of labor was low or high. 

The Tightness of the Labor Market in the Flat Glass Industry 
On the whole, the sources indicate that the labor market in the United States 
was very tight from the perspective of the employers in the 1950s and 1960s. 
According to the Handbook of Labor Statistics, the employment level of the 
total civilian labor force in the United States rarely fell below 95 percent 
during the 1950s and 1960s.552 (Figure 22.) 
 

Figure 21. The size of the total civilian labor force and the total number of civilian 

workers employed in the United States, 1947–1969 (in thousands). 
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Source: Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, Washington 1970, p. 25. 

Employment was particularly strong in the manufacturing sector. The United 
States labor market, moreover, seems to have gone through a small structural 
shift during the first decades of the postwar period. The nonagricultural 
industry in the United States employed an increasing share of the total civilian 
labor force.553  

In general, wages in the American manufacturing industry were rising 
faster than production during the first postwar decades. In other words, 
demand for labor was very high. This is also reflected in the fact that wages 
were outgrowing production. The Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970 presents 
indexes of output and compensation per man-hour based on industry’s gross 
product, compensation of all persons, and number of man-hours. The indexes 

                                                        
552 United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, 
Washington 1970, p. 25. 
553 Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, p. 25. 
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indicate clearly that compensations rose faster than output during the fifties 
and sixties.554 (Figure 22.) 
 

Figure 22. Indexes of output and compensation per man-hour in manufacturing in the 

United States, 1947–1969. (1957–1959 = 100.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Handbook of Labor 

Statistics 1970, Washington 1970, p. 159. 

Another measure of the tightness of the labor market is the rate of layoffs. 
According to the Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, layoffs were clearly 
decreasing during the 1960s, with the exception of 1966–67, when they 
increased slightly.555 (Figure 23.) 

Even if evidence points toward a tight labor market in the United States 
manufacturing sector, it seems that in an international comparison, the labor 
markets of several European countries were even tighter. In the first half of the 
1960s, average unit labor costs rose faster in France, West Germany, and Italy 
than in the United States, suggesting a higher demand for labor. This clearly 
corresponds to the assumption made in this study that the flat glass industry’s 
growth center was shifting toward Western Europe. In 1966, however, this 
image changed somewhat. In the United States, unit labor costs started to 
adopt a similar pattern of increase to the other countries, while in West 
Germany, they started to decrease somewhat. (Figure 24.) 

 
 

                                                        
554 Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, pp. 159–160. 
555 Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, p. 120. 
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Figure 23. Layoffs per 100 employees on manufacturing payrolls in the United States, 

1958-1969. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Source: United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Handbook of Labor 

Statistics 1970, Washington D.C. 1970, p. 120. 

Figure 24. Indexes of unit labor cost in the United States, France, West Germany, and 

Italy, 1957–1968. (1958=100.) 
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Source: Handbook of Labor Statistics 1970, U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, Washington D.C. 1970, p. 384. 

There is reason to question whether the tightness of the United States labor 
market indicated above applied to the sheet glass industry, however. The 
number of workers in the United States sheet glass industry was decreasing 
during the second half of the 1960s. (Figure 25.)  
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Figure 25. Average number of employees in the sheet glass sector in the United States, 

1964–1968. 
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Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass. Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington D.C., 1969, p. 153. 

According to Trevor Bain, the two largest manufacturers of flat glass in the 
United States, LOF and PPG, negotiated wages and fringe benefits jointly 
between 1938 and 1958 in order to prevent the glass workers from whip-
sawing the two of them and push wages up.556 This may imply that the labor 
market was tight during those years, and that employers used a cooperative 
solution in labor relations to keep wages down. In 1958, however, when 
market conditions worsened and demand for flat glass dropped, the two 
companies adopted individual approaches to bargaining and went separate 
ways in negotiations.557 It is very likely that worsened market conditions due 
to lowered import tariffs on sheet glass and increased foreign competition 
reduced the demand for labor in this branch of industry. This indicates that 
the labor market in the United States flat glass industry was looser than the 
average manufacturing-sector labor market in the United States, and that the 
United States labor market as such was looser than the Western European 
labor market. This indicates that whatever the associational strength of the flat 
glass workers, it was losing its ability to promote the material interest of 
capital. The conclusion from this survey, therefore, must be that no positive 
class compromise was provided for by the conditions on the labor market. 

                                                        
556 Bain, Trevor, “The Impact of Technological Change on the Flat Glass Industry and the Union’s 
Reactions to Change: Colonial Period to the Present” (University of California, 1964). pp. 73, 339. 
557 Bain, Trevor, “The Impact of Technological Change on the Flat Glass Industry and the Union’s 
Reactions to Change: Colonial Period to the Present” (University of California, 1964). pp. 271–283. 
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Correspondence between Domestic Production and 
Consumption of Flat Glass Products 
Whether labor’s associational power in the sphere of exchange is good or bad 
for the employers in the flat glass industry is also determined in part by the 
correspondence between domestic workers’ wages and aggregate demand for 
domestic flat glass products. In a situation of high correspondence, employers 
are served by labor’s associational power in the sphere of exchange since it 
helps them solve the collective problem of aggregate demand. In a situation of 
low correspondence, on the other hand, as when heightened international 
competition serves to reduce the scope for wage increases, employers are not 
served by labor’s associational power.  

 

Figure 26. Shipments of sheet glass by United States manufacturers and United States 

consumption of sheet glass, 1964–1968. (Million pounds.) 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

1964 1965 1966 1967 1968

Shipments
Consumption

 
Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass. Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington DC, 1969, p. 145. 

Charles Levinson stated that both the foreign ownership of industrial 
companies in the United States and the flow of industrial goods to the United 
States increased sharply during the 1960s. This trend was also prominent in 
the glass industry. In 1973, this development gained new momentum with the 
falling value of the American dollar (which made it cheap to buy American 
companies).558  

The development in Saint-Gobain should be commented on in this 
context. In 1970, Saint-Gobain sold its United States subsidiary (ASG) to an 
American consortium, and contributed to a reduction of foreign ownership in 

                                                        
558 Levinson 1974, p. 5.  
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the American glass industry.559 This trend seems to be at odds with Levinson’s 
observation. But it is important to consider the development in Saint-Gobain 
in a somewhat longer time perspective. Saint-Gobain had founded its 
American subsidiary as late as 1958, which links the ASG to the trend toward 
increased foreign ownership that Levinson identified in the 1960s. The 
divestiture of ASG in 1970 has probably much to do with the unexpected and 
large investment needs that arose after the introduction of the float glass 
technology in the late 1950s, when Saint-Gobain prioritized its European 
plants. This divestiture should thus be considered as an exceptional and 
atypical measure in relation to Saint-Gobain’s expansion program. A few years 
later, after the conversion to float glass technology had been completed, Saint-
Gobain increased once again its ownership in the United States glass industry 
by acquiring a stake in one of the owners of what was then the ASG 
Industries.560 

Statistics presented by the United States Tariff Commission in 1969 
indicate that the correspondence between domestic production and 
consumption was lower in sheet glass than in plate and float glass. (Compare 
figures 27 and 28.) Sheet glass production declined from 1,532 million pounds 
in 1965 to 1,383 million pounds in 1966.561 In 1967, production dropped 
another 135.1 million pounds, but increased by 104.5 million pounds in 1968. 
Production of sheet glass during the first six months of 1969 was 19 percent 
above the level of the same period in 1968. Consumption of sheet glass 
declined from 2,003 million pounds in 1964 to 1,698 million pounds in 1967. 
In 1968, consumption increased to 1,975 million pounds. During the first six 
months of 1969, consumption was 10 percent higher than during the 
corresponding period in 1968. Between 1964 and 1967, consumption of sheet 
glass exceeded domestic production by approximately 500 million pounds a 
year. In 1968, this difference increased to 622 million pounds. The difference 
between domestic production and consumption was also prevalent during the 
first six months of 1969.562  

Plate and float glass production increased from 1,613.2 million pounds in 
1964 to 1,951.3 million pounds in 1965. It remained approximately the same 
in 1966, but decreased by 200 million pounds in 1967. In 1968, it picked up 
again and increased to 2,168.6 million pounds. Even though the 
correspondence between production and consumption of plate and float glass 
decreased somewhat from 1967 to 1968, they followed each other closely in 
quantity between 1964 and 1968, suggesting a strong correspondence between 

                                                        
559 “Glass firm’s control changes,” Johnson City Press, June 9, 1970; “Glass industry changes hands,” 
Johnson City Press, August 5, 1970.  
560 Northrup and Rowan 1974, p. 116. 
561 1 pound ≈ 0.45 kg. 
562 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 85, 145. 
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domestic consumption and production.563 This also illustrates the relative ease 
with which foreign competitors penetrated the sheet glass market compared to 
the plate and float glass market.  

 

Figure 27. Shipments of plate and float glass by United States manufacturers and United 

States consumption of plate and float glass 1964–1968. (Million pounds.) 
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Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass: Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington, D.C. 1969, p. 159. 

To enable a conclusion regarding ASG’s dependence on the domestic market, 
this section also presents some findings regarding the allocation of ASG 
shipments overseas and within the United States. If a substantial portion of 
ASG’s shipments went to the domestic United States market, it is reasonable 
to conclude that the company was highly dependent on this market and that 
the workers were very apt to protect their position by organizing overseas 
workers and making them stop exporting to the United States. A large part of 
the evidence in this section is collected from the annual reports of ASG.  

There is strong reason to believe that the ASG sold the majority, if not all, 
of its production on the domestic United States market. Several circumstances 
motivate this conclusion. First, in the 1961 annual report, the company claims 
to be “one of the three major domestic suppliers of flat glass to the American 
market” and in a number of annual reports the management refers to the 
United States as its market.564 Obviously, this does not mean that the 
company did not export a portion of its production to overseas markets, only 
that on the United States market, ASG was one of the largest suppliers of flat 

                                                        
563 United States Tariff Commission 1969, pp. 85, 145. 
564 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1961 Annual Report, p. 13, 1968 Annual Report, p. 3, and 
1969 Annual Report, p. 1, Kingsport, Tennessee, 1962, 1969, and 1970 respectively. 
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glass. However, if the company was selling any substantial portion of its 
production abroad, it is likely that this would have been mentioned in 
connection with the above statement. 

Second, the annual reports of ASG accounted for the company’s sales 
organization in the years 1958–1969. They never reported on any 
headquarters or offices outside of the United States. It had, instead, 8–12 sales 
offices within the United States.565 

Third, in the early 1960s, ASG had an agreement with Saint-Gobain to 
sell plate glass in the United States manufactured by Saint-Gobain’s European 
plants. At this point in time, ASG did not yet manufacture plate glass itself. 
By selling Saint-Gobain’s European-made plate glass in the United States, 
however, it trained its own sales organization to sell this product and thereby 
prepared for the production of plate glass under its own management.566 ASG 
was a part of a system, consequently, that imported plate glass into the United 
States rather than export it. When it comes to sheet glass, moreover, a product 
that ASG was producing itself, the company seems to have been very adversely 
affected by the growing imports into the United States. Complaints were 
made in almost every annual report in the 1960s regarding growing 
importation of sheet glass.567 This makes it even more credible that ASG sold 
all of its products on the home market. 

The conclusion from these empirical findings is that the relationship 
between domestic production and consumption of window glass in the United 
States was weak and was being further weakened during the 1960s. Neither in 
this area, consequently, can one see that there was a basis for a positive class 
compromise in the sphere of exchange. The chances that wage increases in the 
window glass industry would solve the United States producers’ collective 
interest in high aggregate demand were small.  

Labor’s Associational Strength in the Sphere of Exchange 
According to Wright, the typical form of labor’s associational strength in the 
sphere of exchange is the trade union.568 This section examines first the legal 
regulations regarding unionism in the United States flat glass industry, i.e. the 
laws and regulations governing the scope for trade unionism, and second, it 
describes an investigation of the extent and nature of flat glass workers’ actual 
unionization.  

With regard to legal regulations, the right-to-work law, enacted in 1947 
was significant for the extent of unionization and working-class strength in 

                                                        
565 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1969 Annual Reports, Kingsport, Tennessee, respective 
years. 
566 American Saint Gobain Corporation, 1958–1961 Annual Reports, Kingsport, Tennessee, respective 
years. 
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years and various pages. 
568 Wright 2000, p. 979. 
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the sphere of exchange in the 1960s. In order to understand the significance of 
this law, it is necessary to turn the clock back a few years. In 1935, the 
National Labor Relations Act (the Wagner Act) enabled managements and 
unions to sign closed shop or union shop agreements.569 It also opened up for 
check-off provisions, which transferred from the union to the company the 
administrative responsibility and cost of collecting union dues by way of 
payroll deductions.570 This was followed by a legal obligation for unions to 
give equal protection to every worker, regardless of his or her attitude or 
opinion concerning unionization.571  

According to Robert L. Evans, these union security clauses had the effects of 
entrenching the status of the union, reducing the incidence of delinquency in 
union dues payment, transfer administrative costs to the firms, etc.572 The 
possibility to adopt union security clauses was utilized in a growing number of 
companies across the United States until 1947, when the Labor Management 
Relations Act (the Taft-Hartley Act) provided each state with the freedom to 
outlaw such contractual provisions between labor and management. Section 14 
(b) of the Labor Management Relations Act, also called “the right-to-work 
law” by its proponents, stated that: 
 

Nothing in this act shall be construed as authorizing the execution or 
application of agreements requiring membership in a labor organization 
as a condition of employment in any State or Territory in which such 
execution or application is prohibited by State or Territorial law.573 

 
This regulation made it possible for individual states to outlaw the closed shop 
and curtail the union shop.574 

The opponents of the right-to-work law argued that the law weakened 
trade unions. Joe Roman, president of District 3 of the UGCW, for instance, 
argued that the right-to-work law produced lower wages for workers.575 T. H. 
Vincent, president of District 7 of the United Packinghouse Workers of 
                                                        
569 In a “closed shop” agreement, union and management have agreed that all employees of the firm 
must be members of the union. In a “union shop” agreement, union and management have agreed that 
all employees must become members of the union after a specific period of service. 
570 Evans, Robert L., “Collective Bargaining Patterns: A Case Study of the United Glass and Ceramic 
Workers of North America and the Firms With Which it Negotiates,” Ohio State University, M.A. 
Thesis, 1959, pp. 24–25, Call# PA Box 436 23, Ohio Historical Society Archives/Library, Columbus, 
Ohio, United States.  
571 “To (b) or not to (b). Taft-Hartley Law… Section 14,” The Glass Workers News, Jan, 1966, p. 6. 
Rothbard, Samuel L., “Appropriate Bargaining Units,” The Glass Workers News, June 30, 1960, p. 3. 
572 Evans 1959, pp. 24–26. 
573 Evans 1959, p. 21. 
574 “‘Work’ Forces Plan War on Union Shop,” The Glass Workers News, July 1966, p. 4. “Workers’ Pay 
Suffers In ‘Right-To-Work’ States,” The Glass Workers News, Sept, 1967, p. 10. 
575 “How False ‘Work’ Laws Keep South’s Pay Low,” The Glass Workers News, April 30, 1965, p. 5. 
Also stated in “Worker’s Pay Suffers In ‘Right-to-Work’ States, The Glass Workers News, Sept, 1967, p. 
10. 
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America, stated that the right-to-work law created scope for “salami tactics,” 
whereby the employer was able to lure workers out of the union one by one, 
slicing the union piece by piece like salami.576 According to Fred R. Harris, 
Senator from Oklahoma in 1967, the right-to-work law infringed the freedom 
of labor and management to arrive at agreements with each other.577 Although 
strong forces were against Section 14 (b) of the Labor Management Relations 
Act of 1947, it was not repealed. It still exists. 

Section 14 (b), when it was appropriated, must have affected the strategic 
context of class relations in the glass industry (and other industries) toward 
adversity and increased the probability of trade unions seeking transnational 
cooperation. A law that prohibits closed shop agreements and curtails the 
scope for union shop agreements between labor and management decreases 
the outlook for a positive class compromise in the sphere of exchange as 
defined by Wright. A more limited unionization will also limit the increase in 
aggregate domestic demand, which is to the disadvantage of employers 
depending on domestic consumption. Widespread unionization, on the other 
hand, will contribute to rising wages and living standards, which will benefit 
industry in the long run. This collective-action aspect of the clause was 
recognized in 1966 by Vice-President Hubert H. Humphrey: 
 

“Modern, progressive business understands that well-paid, well 
organized workers are good producers and good customers,” he continued. 
“The people of the ‘right-to-work’ states are not given the opportunity 
either to produce or consume at real American standards. And that is a net 
loss to us all.”578 

 
In the 1960s, the possibility to outlaw union security clauses was utilized by 
nineteen states, mostly southern. Oklahoma and Pennsylvania, the states in 
which ASG’s sheet glass plants were located, however, were not among those 
states.579 The ASG sheet glass workers can, thus, be said to have had more or 
less free scope for unionization and for building associational strength in the 
sphere of exchange, at least with regard to statutory regulations, and this 
would not have provided for a strong will to seek transnational cooperation. 
The existence within close proximity, however, of locations where union 
security clauses were outlawed, must also be taken into consideration. This 
gave the employer a strategic advantage in negotiations, since he was able to 
move, or threaten to move, production to those states which did not allow 

                                                        
576 Vincent, T.H., “How 14(b) Can Kill A Union,” The Glass Workers News, Feb, 1966, p. 4. 
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577 “Oklahoma Senator Asks Rejection of ‘Work Law’,” The Glass Workers News, Oct. 1967, p. 8. 
578 “Repeal of 14 (b),” The Glass Workers News, Jan, 1966, p. 10. 
579 “‘Work’ Forces Plan War on Union Shop,” The Glass Workers News, July 1966, p. 4. “Workers’ Pay 
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union security clauses. This was a viable threat in the flat glass industry. 
According to The Glass Workers News, the northern industry was moving 
gradually to the southern states.580 When the ASG built its new plate glass 
plant in 1962, moreover, the company chose Tennessee, a right-to-work state, 
for its location.  

 

Figure 28. Labor–management agreement coverage in the United States, 1960–1968 (%). 
 

 
Source: United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Handbook of Labor 

Statistics 1970, Washington D.C. 1970, p. 360.  

The graphs relate to the percentage of workers employed in establishments in which a contract or 

contracts covered a majority of the workers. 

Statutory regulations, however, really only determine the scope for labor’s 
associational strength in the sphere of exchange. Once this scope exists, which 
it did in the United States in 1969, labor needs to unite and integrate—it 
needs to mobilize real associational strength in order to gain influence over the 
employment situation. On a general level, the labor-management agreement 
coverage in the United States was decreasing in the 1960s.581 (Figure 28.) One 
interpretation of this development is that this was a result of the expanding 
economy during the first decades of the postwar period. As jobs were fairly 
easy to find, workers found it decreasingly important to secure and protect 
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them collectively. Another interpretation is, simply, that the associational 
strength of the working class was decreasing.  

If the UGCW was experiencing weakened associational strength, this may 
have provided it with a rationale to seek transnational strategies. Two 
measures of working-class unity and integration provide the basis for the 
conclusions in this section regarding the associational strength of the United 
States flat glass workers in the sphere of exchange in the 1960s. First, the 
organizational structure and trade union rivalry of flat glass workers have been 
examined. Second, the size and number of the bargaining units within the 
UGCW have been studied. This section presents the findings, both on 
industry level and with regard to the American Saint Gobain Corporation in 
particular.  

In the absence of state prohibition of union security clauses, states Trevor 
Bain, most locals within the UGCW adopted and retained union shop and 
check-off provisions in their contracts.582 This statement is supported by a 
number of findings. The Glass Workers News states in 1961 that such provisions 
existed in the contract between UGCW and “Little Glass,” i.e. ASG, Rolland 
Glass Company, Adamston Flat Glass Division, and Harding Glass 
Company, signed in 1961.583 The contract between UGCW and ASG’s three 
sheet glass plants signed in 1964 also include such union shop and check-off 
provisions, and the contract between UGCW and PPG Industries, signed in 
February, 1969, includes such union security clauses too.584 This implies that 
the sheet glass workers in the ASG were more or less entirely unionized. 

In the 1960s, several different trade unions competed for the right to 
organize workers in flat glass plants in the United States. Besides the United 
Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW),585 at least three 
additional trade unions have been encountered in the sources representing flat 
glass workers in various plants. One of those unions was the United 
Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers of America 
(UAW). According to economist Trevor Bain, the UAW did not only 
represent workers in the motor plants, but also in plants of companies 
supplying the motor industry, for instance the flat glass industry. In the 1950s, 
for instance, the UAW bargained on behalf of workers in the paint plants of 
the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company and in the glass plants of the Ford Motor 
Company in St. Paul, Minnesota and Dearborn, Michigan. In 1955, when the 

                                                        
582 Evans 1959, pp. 24–25. 
583 “Little Glass Agreement,” The Glass Workers News, January, 1962, p. 30. 
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Ford Motor Company announced plans for the construction of a new flat glass 
plant in Nashville, Tennessee, both the UAW and the UGCW asserted right 
of representation (“jurisdiction”) in that plant. The dispute between the two 
unions regarding worker representation in the new plant had to be resolved by 
an impartial umpire under the Organizational Disputes Agreement of the 
AFL-CIO. The umpire ruled in favor of the UAW based on its prior 
representation of workers in Ford’s older flat glass operations.586  

Another trade union organizing the United States flat glass workers was 
the Window Glass Cutters League of America (the League). Whereas most 
operations in the window glass plants were mechanized before the Second 
World War, glass cutting largely remained the domain of skilled craft cutters, 
at some plants well into the 1960s. This was reflected in the separate 
organizing of craft glass cutters in the early postwar period. As cutting-
machines were increasingly introduced during the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
the glass cutters were faced with problems of unemployment, and their union, 
the League, was faced with problems of jurisdiction. This led to disputes with 
the industrial flat glass workers’ trade unions regarding whose members were 
entitled to occupy glass cutting positions.587 

A fourth trade union contending for the right to organize flat glass workers 
was the International Union of District 50, Allied and Technical Workers of 
United States and Canada (District 50). In the second half of the 1950s (in 
1956 to be specific) the UGCW lost bargaining rights in the Kingsport, 
Tennessee, plant of the Blue Ridge Glass Company after an unsuccessful 
strike. The plant remained unorganized for several years until 1965, when 
District 50 gained bargaining rights in this plant, now under the management 
of the American Saint Gobain Corporation. After a new vote held by the 
National Labor Relations Board in 1971, the UGCW resumed bargaining 
rights in that plant.588 

The somewhat conflictual relations between different trade unions 
regarding the jurisdictional boundaries in the United States flat glass industry 
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seem to correspond well to the situation in ASG. During the lifespan of ASG, 
the UGCW was bargaining on behalf of workers in the Arnold and Jeannette, 
Pennsylvania, and Okmulgee, Oklahoma, plants.589 Since manual glass-cutting 
operations largely remained in use in these plants in the 1960s, ASG also had 
labor contracts with the Window Glass Cutters League of America (the 
League). The jurisdictional strife between the League and other industrial flat 
glass workers’ trade unions mentioned above also involved the plants of ASG. 
The operation of cutting machines had been assigned to members of the 
League by an agreement between this union and ASG in 1963, when cutting 
machines were introduced in the Jeannette, Pennsylvania, plant. In 1964, the 
League accused the company of violating this agreement when it assigned the 
work of setting and operating border trimmers on the drawing machines to 
members of the UGCW, when the border trimmers were actually used to 
produce salable flat glass.590 The case was brought before the National Labor 
Relations Board, which in 1964 held that the work was appropriately assigned 
to the UGCW members. In 1969, the League once again protested against 
the border trimmers on the drawing machine, claiming that they were used as 
cutting machines and should, according to the 1963 agreement, be assigned to 
members of the League. Some time in the early part of 1969, the company 
had begun producing two salable flat glasses on a drawing machine by means 
of an additional border trimmer, and this work, just like the operation of the 
single border trimmer in 1964, was assigned to UGCW members. The case 
was arbitrated, and in 1972, the League’s grievance was denied.591 The reason 
for the denial, apart from tradition, was that the operation was a routine task 
and required only the skill of the cutoff man (the drawing machine operator) 
and not of the League craftsman.592 This event clearly illustrates that the 
company had contracts with two separate trade unions at least partly in 
conflict with each other, and with a jurisdictional dispute pending between 
them, at the time of the strike in May 1969.  

Besides these plants, the company also had flat glass operations in 
Kingsport and Greenland, Tennessee. The UGCW gained bargaining rights 
in the Greenland plant in 1965, together with the International Brotherhood 
of Electrical Workers.593 The Kingsport plant was, as mentioned above, 
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alternately unionized by the UGCW and District 50. According to the 1967 
Annual Report of ASG, the Kingsport plant also had a labor contract with the 
United Mine Workers of America,594 but no information has been found as to 
whether this contract included flat glass workers. 

According to the UGCW General Counsel Samuel Rothbard, an employer 
was legally required under Section 9 (a) of the National Labor Relations Act 
to bargain with the union which represented the majority of its employees.595 
An excerpt from this regulation is provided in an article in The Glass Workers 
News in 1960: 

 
Representatives designated or selected for the purpose of collective 
bargaining by the majority of the employees in a unit appropriate for such 
purposes, shall be the exclusive representatives of all the employees in such 
a unit for the purposes of collective bargaining in respect to rates of pay, 
wages, hours of employment, or other conditions of employment.596  

 
A bargaining unit was a number of Locals (one or more) that bargained jointly 
and were subject to the same contract. A trade union could bargain on behalf 
of several bargaining units with the same employer.  

It is reasonable to believe that the existence of fewer and larger bargaining 
units is a sign of a higher associational strength of the workers than more 
numerous and smaller bargaining units, and thereby greater influence on 
wages and working conditions. The strategy of building large bargaining units 
was employed by the UGCW. It was formally approved in 1966, at the 
Seventeenth Biennial Constitutional Convention.597 According to John 
Abodeely, the trade unions’ interest in large multi-plant bargaining units 
stemmed from “the natural desire to insulate their position against rival 
unions.”598  

So, what was the structure of bargaining units in the United States flat 
glass industry, and particularly in the ASG, in the 1960s? In 1961 and 1965, 
the UGCW tried, unsuccessfully, to consolidate the ten plants of Libbey-
Owens-Ford into one multi-plant bargaining unit. In 1966, the UGCW filed 
a petition with the National Labor Relations Board, seeking a consolidation of 
Locals 33 and 418 (which included workers at LOF’s plants in Brackenridge, 
Pennsylvania, and Lathrop, California) with the larger eight-plant bargaining 
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unit within LOF. In 1968, the National Labor Relations Board held a vote 
among the members of Locals 33 and 418 which resulted in a merger with the 
larger bargaining unit. “We can see many promises for the future of our 
members in the glass industry because of our unity and greater bargaining 
power,” The Glass Workers News stated in conjunction with the publication of 
the voting result. Because of the progress made in the LOF case, the UGCW 
filed for similar multi-plant privileges with PPG, ASG, and the Rohm & 
Haas Company in 1968. The ASG case concerned the inclusion of the 
Greenland, Tennessee, plant in the Jeannette and Arnold, Pennsylvania, 
plants and Okmulgee, Oklahoma, plant bargaining unit.599 The UGCW had 
tried to merge the four plants of ASG in which it had jurisdiction into one 
single bargaining unit already in 1966, but it failed both then and in 1968.600 
ASG president J. C. Knochel expressed satisfaction regarding the fact that the 
Greenland plant and the three sheet glass plants in Jeannette and Arnold, 
Pennsylvania, and Okmulgee, Oklahoma, were held apart in collective 
negotiations.601 

Thus far, it is possible to draw certain conclusions about the associational 
strength of the workers in the United States flat glass industry. There was a 
statutory scope for unionization in ASG’s sheet glass plants, and the sheet 
glass workers in ASG were entirely unionized because of union shop 
provisions. But there were threats to this power position. In 1947, when the 
Labor Management Relations Act was implemented, employers gained the 
possibility to move, or threaten to move, production to states with right-to-
work laws. The glass industry was also characterized by jurisdictional disputes 
between trade unions and considerable rival unionism. The existence of 
bargaining units often smaller than the trade unions themselves, moreover, 
impaired the associational strength of the workers in the sphere of exchange. 
The trend during the 1960s, however, was that bargaining units were merged 
and enlarged, which strengthened the workers. 

This associational strength of the flat glass workers, although not entirely 
secure, would have constituted some degree of threat to the employer’s ability 
to unilaterally dictate wages and working conditions. Under tight labor 
markets and/or a close correspondence between workers’ wages and aggregate 
demand for domestic products, however, this associational strength of the 
workers would have afforded the employers significant advantages. As we have 
seen above, however, neither the labor market situation nor the relationship 
between domestic consumption and production created conditions for a 
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positive class compromise in the sphere of exchange during the 1960s, and 
whatever associational strength that the window glass workers may have had 
could not have contributed to any material benefits for the employer. It is, 
therefore, more probable that the class compromise in this sphere was of a 
negative nature. The situation in this sphere, consequently, may have a lot to 
say about the core of the conflict and why the UGCW chose to act 
internationally. 

The Sphere of Politics 
According to Erik Olin Wright, the sphere of politics concerns “the formation 
and implementation of state policies and the administration of various kinds of 
state-enforced rules.”602 Substantial working-class associational power in the 
sphere of politics may create increased social wage, taxes, and redistributive 
policies. It may also involve institutional arrangements that increase working-
class power in the sphere of exchange and production. All of these effects may 
be detrimental to the material interests of employers and of high-income 
people in general, providing for a negative class compromise.  

However, in situations when there are strong organizational links between 
the labor movement and the political leadership, increased working-class 
power in the sphere of politics may also help capitalists realize their material 
interests. By adding legitimacy to the deals that are struck and increasing the 
confidence of workers that the terms of the agreement will be upheld in the 
future, it facilitates corporatist arrangements between centralized trade unions 
and employers’ associations, enabling long and stable periods of growth. This 
makes it possible for employers to sustain high capacity utilization, high levels 
of employment and high productivity growth. This provides conditions for a 
positive class compromise in the national industrial framework. 

Under the influence of globalization, however, understood as heightened 
international competition and mobility of capital, the capacity of states to 
engage in deficit spending that creates conditions of bolstered demand is 
negatively affected. The reduced autonomy of the state also reduces the 
benefits of such polices as well as the capacity of the state to sustain them. 
Increased international competition and mobility of capital reduce the benefits 
for capitalists of workers’ associational power in the sphere of politics. This, on 
the other hand, provides for an oppositional approach on the part of capitalists 
in labor relations.  

To determine the nature of the class compromise provided for in the 
sphere of politics in the United States during the 1960s, this section, 
accordingly, deals with three main issues. First, this section focuses on the 
level of international competition and mobility of capital with particular regard 

                                                        
602 See “Theory: Understanding Labor Conflicts and Transnational Trade Union Action.” 



 214

to the flat glass industry. The central question within this context is what the 
chances were for the political leaders in the United States to control the 
conditions in the domestic industry in the 1960s. Second, this chapter 
highlights the organizational links between the labor movement and the 
political leadership. The major question in this context is which political party 
that was the foremost defender of labor’s interests and how strong this party 
was. Another question of central importance is what political leadership the 
United States had in the 1960s, particularly in 1969 at the time of the strike in 
the ASG. Third, this section contains a discussion with regard to the 
associational strength of the working class, with particular attention paid to 
the flat glass workers, in the sphere of politics. The question within the 
context of this issue is how the United States flat glass workers organized 
politically, and which political associations were founded on and promoted the 
interests of the working class (in particular the flat glass workers) in the 
United States, and the strength of these organizations. 

Globalization and the Level of International Competition and 
Mobility of Capital in the Window Glass Industry 
According to conventional wisdom, the economic expansion in the postwar 
Western World provided for a nationally controllable economy. The wage 
earners’ wages were now primarily a reason for increased demand, not rising 
wage costs, diminishing competitiveness in export-oriented expansion. Along 
with increased tax revenues, caused by the growth, the capacity of states to 
control the national economy appeared big.603  
 
Table 7. Employees at Pilkington in the UK and Overseas 1946–1971. 
Date UK Overseas Total 
Dec 1946 15,332 (96%) 667 (4%) 15,909 
Dec 1951 19,721 (94%) 1,346 (6%) 21,067 
Dec 1956 20,302 (83%) 3,121 (17%) 24,423 
Sept 1961 20,572 (87%) 3,051 (13%) 23,623 
Sept 1966 23,515 (79%) 6,155 (21%) 29,670 
Sept 1971 22,137 (70%) 9,301 (30%) 31,438 

Source: Barker, T. C., The Glassmakers. Pilkington: The rise of an international company 

1826–1976, London 1977, p. 408. 

The development within the flat glass industry, however, tells another story. 
The emergence and development of multinational companies as well as the 
deregulation of the international finance and trade markets (including tariff 
reduction agreements) were very rapid and extensive during the first decades 
of the postwar period. The flat glass industry was significantly characterized by 
this development. By the mid 1960s, foreign investments were rarely higher 
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than in this branch of industrial production. The ten largest manufacturers of 
flat glass in the world were at the time multinational conglomerates with a 
wide range of other products in their range.604 As Table 7 shows, Pilkington, 
one of the largest multinational flat glass manufacturers in the world in the 
mid twentieth century, had an ever increasing share of employees abroad. 
Saint-Gobain, in addition, had some 100,000 employees in 143 factories in 
twelve countries at the time of the international labor offensive. 

According to economic historian Geoffrey Jones, the process of 
globalization was halted to a great extent during the period of the World War 
I and II due to political nationalism and protectionism. The global economy 
disintegrated.605 It was not until the 1950s that a new global economy started 
to emerge. World trade barriers were reduced by the founding of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1947. New technology also 
made it easier than ever before for companies to move people, knowledge, and 
goods around the world. According to economists Isaiah Litvak and 
Christopher Maule, production switching and runaway companies were a 
common feature of the 1960s.606 Unlike the global economy of the period 
before World War I, a substantial part of the world was now left out of the 
globalization process. The capital flows largely occurred between rich 
countries. Most economic activity was concentrated in North America, 
Europe, and East Asia. Therefore, some scholars have talked about a 
“regionalization,” a “triadization” or a “semiglobalization.”607  

Economic journalist Hugh Stephenson discuses the impact of 
multinational corporations on the nation state in The Coming Clash (1972), 
and argues that the idea that the state can control the highs and lows of its 
own economic cycle and that the “national” industry can be controlled to favor 
national interests is also outdated.608 Many of the flexibilities enjoyed by 
MNCs are out of reach for governments with purely national concerns. Only 
multinational corporations have institutionalized international mobility, for 
instance.609 The distribution of employment between nations was now largely 
dependent on the decisions of individual managers of private corporations and 
not of governments.610 Individual national policy toward monopolies, cartels 
and industrial competition in general, moreover, had become outdated by the 
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existence of dominant international corporations in various branches.611 The 
1960s was the point in time when the situation for the industrialized nations 
with regard to multinational corporations came to resemble that for the states 
in the third world. Industrialized nations too had to compromise and offer the 
giant MNCs favorable conditions for their activities.612 States were forced to 
allow companies tax exemptions in order to be able to enjoy the benefits of 
their investments. No country could have substantially different (more hostile) 
regulations with regard to industry and trade than other countries. It would 
adversely affect the country’s economic development. It was primarily in the 
field of tax policy that governments had lost space to maneuver, according to 
Stephenson. The “investment climate” had to be favorable to industry and 
harmonize with that of other states.613 
 

Figure 29. United States import duties on sheet glass imported from noncommunist 

countries, and selected indicators of the performance of the United States sheet glass 

industry, 1964–1968. Indices (1966=100). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass: Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington D.C., 1969, pp. 93, 143, 153. 

Comparisons of the tariff policies of the United States and the development of 
the domestic flat glass industry suggests a very small or nonexistent effect of 
import duties on the economic performance of United States flat glass 
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manufacturers. Tariff rates on sheet glass were lowered by 35 percent from 
1966 to 1967. Although the total shipments of sheet glass by United States 
manufacturers declined nearly ten percent in 1967, there are grounds for 
questioning a connection to the tariff reduction. The reason for this is that the 
total shipments also declined by some ten percent between 1965 and 1966, the 
year before the tariff reduction was implemented. (Figure 29.) 

 

Figure 30. United States import duties on plate and float glass imported from 

noncommunist countries, and selected figures indicating the performance of the United 

States plate and float glass industry, 1964–1968. 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1964 1965 1966 1967 1968

Import duties

Total shipments 

Exports

Share of domestic market
(percent)
Man-hours

 
Source: United States Tariff Commission, Flat Glass and Tempered Glass: Report to the 

President on Investigation No. TEA-I-15 Under Section 301(b) (1) of the Trade Expansion Act 

of 1962, Washington D.C., 1969, pp. 142, 159, 163. 

Further supporting the impression that tariff rates had little effect on the well-
being of the domestic United States flat glass industry is the fact that total 
shipments of plate and float glass fluctuated considerably between 1964 and 
1968, even though tariff rates were left unchanged. (Figure 30.) 

The conclusion from these circumstances must be that international 
competition in the flat glass industry grew during the 1960s and that the 
United States government’s ability to control the conditions for the domestic 
producers of flat glass deteriorated significantly. These circumstances provided 
conditions for a negative class compromise in the sphere of politics. 

The Organizational Links between the Labor Movement and the 
Political Leadership in the United States 
Another circumstance determining the conditions for a positive class 
compromise in the sphere of politics is the relation between labor’s political 
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associations and the political leadership in the United States. The two-party 
system in the United States concentrated the political power within two major 
camps, the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. For the majority of 
the 1960s, the Democrats occupied the presidency of the United States. 
Democrat John F. Kennedy succeeded Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower in 
1961. Kennedy was succeeded in 1963 by another Democrat, Lyndon B. 
Johnson, who held the presidency until Republican Richard Nixon succeeded 
him in 1969.  

According to most literary sources, there were close ties between the labor 
movement and the Democratic Party, at least after the 1920s. According to 
David Greenstone, the American labor movement shifted during the New 
Deal period from a pluralistic, often pro-Democratic voluntarism to an 
intimate partisan alliance with the Democratic Party. This alliance resulted in 
part from the indebtedness of labor to the Democrats for the many labor-
friendly regulations introduced during the 1930s, states Greenstone. Labor 
thereby assumed the goal of bringing the Democrats to political victory.614  

In the 1960s, the United States labor movement was more or less affiliated 
with the Democratic Party. According to Greenstone, organized labor had 
become the Democratic Party’s “most important functional arm in national 
elections.” This alliance resembled the alliances between trade unions and 
nonsocialist social democratic parties of Western Europe, he states.615 A poll 
conducted by the UGCW among its members in the late 1960s showed that 
70 percent of the members sympathized with the Democratic Party.616 One of 
the American labor movements foremost political organizations, the 
Committee on Political Education (COPE), endorsed candidates primarily 
from the Democratic Party, states Greenstone:  

 
Since its founding, COPE’s interrelated goals have consistently been to 
maximize the alliance with the Northern Democratic party and to rely on 
issue oriented welfare-state criteria, in endorsing and working for 
candidates.617  

 
In the 1972 elections, the AFL-CIO tried to mobilize the working-class to 
vote for “progressive, liberal men and women.” The COPE was an important 
mechanism in this effort:  
 

COPE hopes to increase sharply the number of delegates to the Democratic 
National Convention from the 200 plus 100 alternates of 1968 to about 
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500 this year. It is expanding its registration drives to identify 
unregistered union voters in 40 states and anticipates greater success in 
light of favorable changes in state registration statutes.618  

 
During the 1960s, the relation between President Lyndon B. Johnson and the 
labor movement was indeed friendly. According to The Glass Workers News, 
the COPE made a film showing AFL-CIO president George Meany in 
conversation with President Lyndon Johnson at the White House. The film 
was supposed to be shown at union meetings around the United States.619 
The fact, moreover, that President Lyndon B. Johnson was opposed to 
Section 14(b) of the Labor Management Relations Act (the “right-to-work” 
law) and earmarked significant resources for improved occupational health and 
working environments in United States industry, is evidence of the 
sympathetic relation between the Democratic Party and the labor movement 
in the United States.620 As far as the glassworkers are concerned, moreover, 
the close relation between Walter Reuther, president of the UAW, and 
president Johnson is of particular relevance. The links and common interests 
between the UGCW and the UAW were substantial, since the flat glass 
industry was an important supplier to the automobile industry and since the 
UAW organized most glassworkers employed directly by the automobile 
manufacturers. As historian Kevin Boyle has established, Walter Reuther 
gained substantial access to the White House after having allied himself with 
the growing civil rights movement in the early 1960s. After the dramatic death 
of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, his successor Lyndon B. Johnson 
personally called Reuther and appealed to him for help: “My friend, I need 
your friendship and support now more than ever,” he said. Subsequently, 
Reuther had great influence on Johnson’s domestic policies, not least in urban 
affairs.621 Reuther’s access to president Johnson, consequently, gave the 
glassworkers a voice in the corridors of political power and was perhaps vital in 
paving the way for their own audience with the president. In the fall of 1967, 
the UGCW president Ralph Reiser and the Stone, Glass and Clay 
Coordinating Committee executive secretary Howard Chester co-chaired a 
meeting with delegates from both trade unions and the manufacturers in the 
glass industry with the purpose of launching a unified battle to continue 
modified tariffs on glass. These modified tariffs were due to expire on October 
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11, 1967, and the industry representatives feared that this would cause serious 
harm to their interests.622 Together they called upon their friends on Capitol 
Hill and visited various sub-cabinet level officials in effort to reach President 
Lyndon Johnson.  

The effort paid off. On the same day the modified tariff rates expired, 
President Johnson announced that he was extending them until January 1, 
1970.623 No more than two days before this event, UGCW president Ralph 
Reiser met personally with President Johnson at a White House luncheon. 
This meeting was the result of a joint effort by labor and management in the 
glass industry to meet with and influence the United States President on the 
issue of import duties. The cooperation between labor and management on 
this occasion may be a tangible manifestation of the benefit to capital’s interest 
that a politically influential labor movement may have, as professed by Erik 
Olin Wright. 

Walter Reuther’s influence on the president came to a halt in 1967 when 
Reuther criticized George Meany and the AFL-CIO for its pro-Vietnam war 
policy. President Johnson understood this critique as directed also at him and 
distanced himself from Reuther.624 This development illustrates how labor’s 
political party influence was by no means organizational, but depended on 
fragile personal relationships which could easily deteriorate. 

Other factors, furthermore, worked to decrease the political influence of 
the trade union movement in the 1960s. As labor historian Nelson 
Lichtenstein has emphasized, the trade union movement suffered from the 
“Big Labor” label, and not without merit. The decentralized system of 
collective bargaining in the United States, centered on individual firms and 
bargaining units, gave the union locals the responsibility of negotiating and 
administering wages, seniority systems, pension benefits, health insurance, and 
various unemployment aids, all of which diverted energy and resources away 
from more ideological and political activities as well as from organizing 
activities. According to Lichtenstein, the share of trade union funds 
committed to such responsibilities decreased gradually already from the 
1940s.625 Numbers have not been available in order to study this development 
in the UGCW during the postwar period, but the numbers pertaining to the 
financial year in which the UGCW conducted its strike against the ASG are 
telling enough. The salaries, expenses, and allowances related to the 
International Executive Board, the international representatives, and the 
clerical staff of the UGCW amounted to $431,599 ($543,968 including office 
expenses), while the expenses related to organizing activities only amounted to 
$100,877. These sums, however, were both huge compared to the paltry sum, 
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which was taken from a separate fund, of $3,661 spent on political 
donations.626  

The vast group of trade union officials administering billions of dollars 
worth of workers’ funds, moreover, was a hotbed for corruption, states 
Lichtenstein. First, the trade union bureaucracies that emerged seemed to 
have a built-in resistance toward rotation in office. Lichtenstein refers to long-
lived trade union presidents such as Walter Reuther and Jimmy Hoffa to make 
his point, but an adequate example can be taken from the flat glass industry as 
well. Ralph Reiser, international president of the UGCW, held his position 
from 1957 until his retirement in 1974.627 Typically, as noted above, Reiser 
was replaced as president only because he reached the mandatory retirement 
age of 65, not because he lost a ballot. These circumstances clearly put a 
question mark before the democratic culture in the United States trade union 
movement of the 1960s. Second, top officials of trade unions in the United 
States, such as Dave Beck and Jimmy Hoffa of the International Brotherhood 
of Teamsters (IBT), “played fast and loose” with the members’ money, states 
Lichtenstein, often to their personal benefit.628 Although no such activities 
have been confirmed within the UGCW, they nevertheless tarnished the 
political credibility of the trade union movement as a whole.  

Two other developments that also affected the political influence of the 
trade union movement negatively throughout the postwar period were of a 
more ideological nature. First, as historian Seth Wigderson, among others, has 
emphasized, the paradigm of “liberal pluralism” that permeated postwar 
industrial relations thinking acknowledged only various self-interested groups 
and had no understanding for labor’s claim for class-based representation. 
“[Trade unions] might be heard,” states Wigderson, “when they spoke for 
their own members, but they would not be seen as speaking for the interest of 
a broader working-class.”629 Second, as historian Lisa Kannenberg has 
emphasized, anti-communist sentiments in the wake of the Cold War had a 
chilling effect on the climate of reform that nurtured CIO unions during the 
1930s. This forced the labor movement back to the shop floor and restricted 
its role in politics.630 
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In January, 1969, moreover, when Richard Nixon succeeded Lyndon B. 
Johnson as President, the United States received a Republican political 
leadership. Being more or less affiliated with the Democratic Party, there is 
reason to believe that the labor movement lost significant influence in the 
sphere of politics in the United States. Republicans were less sympathetic to 
working-class interests and had proposed a number of bills before the 1968 
elections imposing restrictions of labor’s right to organize and bargain 
collectively. The bills included antitrust law coverage for trade unions, 
dismantling of the National Labor Relations Board and establishment of a 
Labor Court instead. Some bills also proposed prohibition against 
coordinated, multi-union bargaining, and making union security clauses illegal 
unless explicitly stated otherwise in state law.631 

When the negotiations between ASG and UGCW started in March, 
1969, the United States had a Republican president and the UGCW had lost 
a substantial amount of their sympathetic friends in the corridors of political 
power. This is likely to have considerably reduced the benefit for American 
employers of a politically strong labor movement, and the conditions for a 
positive class compromise in the sphere of politics appear to have been small.  

The Associational Strength of the Working Class in the Sphere of 
Politics 
According to Wright, the typical form of working-class association in the 
sphere of politics is the political party.632 However, as several scholars 
emphasize, the United States has never had a national labor party, at least not 
in correspondence to those of many Western European countries.633 This does 
not mean, on the other hand, that American workers have never organized 
politically. Rather, American labor has been very active politically while at the 
same time guarding against too strong a dependence on and association with 
any one particular political party. In the 1960s the AFL-CIO president 
George Meany resented the idea of being forced into supporting the 
Democratic Party simply because there was no better alternative. “I don’t buy 
the idea [that labor has nowhere else to turn],” he stated, “and there is nothing 
in the record to sustain the idea that labor needs the Democratic Party. I am 
sure it is the other way around.”634 Moreover, the president of the United 
Autoworkers, Walter Reuther, ventured to establish a political reform 
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coalition in the 1960s based on a much broader foundation than the 
Democratic Party’s voters.635 

Numerous researchers emphasize, rather, the political action committees 
(PACs) as an influential and important form of political association of workers 
in the United States. PACs emerged in the early 1940s as an institutional 
form for trade unions to participate in United States national politics. 
According to Anthony Corrado et al., labor unions emerged as a major source 
of campaign money in political elections during the New Deal period. In 
1943, however, the Smith-Connally Act, or the War Labor Disputes Act, was 
passed which was designed to reduce labor’s political influence by extending to 
trade union contributions the restrictions already placed on corporate political 
donations. Specifically, the law prohibited trade unions from using their 
treasury funds to make political contributions to candidates in federal 
elections.636 According to law scholar William B. Gould IV, the prohibition 
was partly adopted with the intention of protecting the interest of the 
nonunion member. “A nonunion member, compelled to pay dues under a 
union security provision in the collective bargaining agreement, may object to 
having his or her dues money used on behalf of certain candidates or political 
programs,” he states.637 The law was adopted as a temporary war measure, but 
was made permanent by its inclusion in the Taft-Hartley Act, i.e. the Labor-
Management Relations Act, of 1947. The Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO) immediately responded to this prohibition by forming 
the CIO Political Action Committee (CIO-PAC) in 1943. The AFL 
followed CIO’s example shortly after and formed Labor’s League for Political 
Education (LLPE). These committees collected contributions from trade 
union members separate from their ordinary membership dues. The 
aggregated funds were then used to support endorsed political candidates and 
other types of political activities. Other trade unions soon formed PACs of 
their own. In 1956, 17 national labor PACs were active in federal elections. In 
1968, the number had increased to 37.638 

The political action committees are regarded as the most prominent 
working-class political associations by a number of researchers. Labor and 
employment law scholar Charles Craver identifies these committees as the 
most important channel for the political influence of the trade union 
movement, providing substantial support to labor friendly politicians and 
social legislation proposals designed to protect employee interests.639 Labor 
historian Nelson Lichtenstein states that the PACs were “political machines 
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that gave labor a distinctive, well-defined political profile at both the national 
and local levels.”640 Discussing labor’s political influence, moreover, William 
B. Gould IV identifies the political action committees as its primary agency.641 

Judging from an investigating of the political activities of flat glass workers, 
the UGCW clearly seems to have been very engaged in a PAC called the 
Committee on Political Education (COPE). Although nothing is instituted in 
the UGCW constitution and by-laws concerning COPE, designated COPE 
committees seem to have existed in the various locals of UGCW and the flat 
glass workers’ trade union did have a specific COPE fund for which money 
was collected regularly. In 1960, the second international vice-president, 
Enoch Rust, elaborated on the political role of labor in general and of the 
UGCW and the COPE in particular: 

 
As a member of Organized Labor, you know that the American Labor 
Movement is deeply committed to the cause of political education and 
political action. In fulfilling its commitment, the AFL-CIO National 
Committee on Political Education (COPE), as well as your Local 
Committee, believes in the fundamental right of any organization to 
publish its views on the voting records of the members of any legislative 
body and to keep you informed of what is taking place in the political 
field.642 

 
In the UGCW’s Officers’ Report 1970, the financial statement renders account 
for a “Committee on Political Education fund” consisting of approximately 
$3,800 in 1968–1969.643 The Glass Workers News, moreover, regularly 
contained urgent requests for financial COPE support. These requests could 
come in the shape of minimalistic advertisements, such as in April 1966, when 
the words “May is COPE Month: Give a Buck Today For a Better 
Tomorrow” appeared on the front page,644 or as in November 1967, when the 
following, somewhat more extensive, appeal could be read in an article dealing 
with law proposals by the Conservatives countering the interests of trade 
unionists: 
 

In 1968, the best bet to preserve your union and your security against the 
attack [the Conservatives’ “anti-labor campaign”] is COPE. Give to 
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COPE. Work with COPE in your union and your community. Make 
1968 a “COPE year.”645 

 
The COPE also seems to have been a forum for political discussions and an 
organization dedicated to get those who abstained from voting to register to 
vote. In 1967, for instance, the UGCW Local 88 in Bristol, Pennsylvania, 
reports that COPE committee members had met to discuss the right-to-work 
law and the importance of union members registering to vote.  

According to Greenstone, COPE originated, in fact, directly from the first 
PAC created by the CIO in 1943. The AFL and the CIO merged in 1955, 
and their respective PACs—the CIO-PAC and the LLPE—became the 
Committee on Political Education (COPE), which grew in importance 
throughout the 1960s.646 

The COPE continued the CIO-PAC’s and LLPE’s efforts to increase the 
extent and sophistication of labor’s political money-raising, publicity and 
campaign activities. According to Greenstone, the COPE became “the 
electoral arm of AFL-CIO” and “the political bureau of the labor 
movement.”647 The fact that the Republican Party tried to disarm the COPE 
supports Greenstone’s characterization. In 1967, Republicans proposed a bill 
to revise the federal election laws so that, according to The Glass Workers News, 
labor’s political efforts would be undermined by preventing the COPE or any 
international union from collecting voluntary contributions from union 
members to give financial aid to endorsed candidates.648  

Besides the COPE, the glass workers were engaged in another political 
organ. The UGCW was one of eight trade unions comprising The Stone, 
Glass & Clay Coordinating Committee in the 1960s.649 This committee was 
primarily occupied with trade union issues within these three closely related 
industrial branches, such as coordination and collective action activities.650 In 
1968, for instance, the UGCW decided to implement an international 
regulation regarding fair labor standards in all international agreements, 
securing support and remedies, wages and training for members who lost their 
jobs as a consequence of the GATT.651 But it was also exercising lobbyism in 
specific political issues. The Stone, Glass & Clay Coordinating Committee 
was also active in influencing the President not to lower the actual tariff rates 
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on flat glass throughout the 1960s.652 Moreover, the UGCW itself can be 
regarded as a political organization since it was also active lobbying for tariff 
protection of the United States domestic flat glass industry. This work began 
in the late 1950s, when the UGCW started to look into the issue of foreign 
trade within its industries and found that the window glass, tile, and ceramic 
industries in the United States had been seriously damaged and the jobs of its 
members threatened by rising foreign imports. Its response primarily involved 
a strenuous effort to stimulate the interest of as many members of Congress as 
possible to persuade the president to act favorably on behalf of the domestic 
industry and its employees. The raised import duties on sheet glass in 1962 
were considered a result of the fact that the UGCW managed to draw the 
attention of White House staff member Robert McNeil to the conditions in 
the window glass industry in West Virginia. The president thereby gained a 
first-hand report on conditions there. Central to this progress was the friendly 
relationship between the UGCW and a West Virginia Senator Byrd, who 
willingly lent the UGCW leadership his ear. This is just one example, though. 
“Many Senators and Congressmen are to be complimented for their tireless 
efforts and time spent in cooperating and giving us aid in this fight,” the 
UGCW leadership declared.653 This also illustrates the nonorganizational 
nature of labor’s political influence. Rather, it relied heavily on personal 
friendships and sympathies with influential politicians. 

In conclusion, an elaborate organizational structure for working-class 
associational power did exist in the sphere of politics in the 1960s. The 
foremost political associations of glass workers were the Committee on 
Political Education (COPE), the Stone, Glass & Clay Coordinating 
Committee, and the trade unions themselves, such as the United Glass and 
Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW). The actual strength of COPE 
is not very easy to determine since it was not founded on individual 
memberships but rather on individual and voluntary monetary contributions. 
The size of the financial contributions to political candidates and causes has 
not been disclosed; only one piece of information has been found indicating 
that these contributions may not have been very big. The UGCW’s COPE 
committee is reported to have raised $3,800 during 1969. As a reference, the 
UGCW spent more than 46 times as much money on strikes during the same 
year. Regardless of the strength of these organizations as political associations 
for workers, however, the conditions for a positive class compromise was not 
there. No benefit, therefore, may have been derived on behalf of the employers 
based on labor’s associational strength. 
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Summary and Conclusion 
This chapter has reported on an investigation of the conditions for a positive 
class compromise in the flat glass industry in the 1960s. This includes 
examinations of the technological complexity of flat glass manufacturing, the 
level of competition in the industry, the tightness of the labor market, the 
connection between domestic consumption and production, as well as the level 
of international competition and mobility of capital in the flat glass industry. 
In addition, the strength of the workers associations in the three spheres of 
class relations have also been investigated in order the determine the probable 
nature of the class compromise in the respective spheres. 

The investigation above has shown that the conditions for a positive class 
compromise between labor and management in the late 1960s were relatively 
favorable in the sphere of production, while they were substantially weaker in 
the spheres of exchange and politics. Sheet glass manufacturing was a highly 
engineered process and involved several technically complex stages, from the 
precise weighing of raw materials, over the handling of furnaces at 
temperatures of 1,500 °C, to the cutting, processing, and sizing of the glass for 
various uses. True, several work assignments were probably broken up into 
small snippets and the management could probably replace a worker in such a 
position without significant problems. But other work assignments, such as 
the operation of the drawing machine, probably required a great deal of good 
judgment and training, and the continuous operation as a whole, from the 
handling of raw materials to the shipping of consumer goods, probably 
required a great deal of coordination and communication.  

Sheet glass manufacture, moreover, was subject to more intense 
competition than plate and float glass manufacture. The sheet glass industry, 
which sold primarily to the construction industry and auto glass replacement 
industry, was not protected by the same strong relation with its customers as 
the plate and float glass industry was, selling primarily to the automobile 
industry. Competition in the sheet glass industry was, moreover, highly 
intensified after 1967, when import duties on sheet glass were lowered by 50 
percent, enabling foreign manufacturers to sell at prices 25 percent below 
those of domestic United States manufacturers. The increased foreign 
competition in sheet glass after 1967 is likely to have been a strong 
contributing factor in ASG’s negative economic result in that and the 
following two years. In order to remain competitive, the management would 
have been interested in streamlining its operations and would thereby have 
been served by a well-organized and well-coordinated labor force in the sphere 
of production.  

The associational strength of the glass workers in the sphere of production 
in ASG’s sheet glass plants in the 1960s was fairly strong. In ASG, and most 
likely also in the competing flat glass manufacturers in the United States, the 
form of the workers’ association in the sphere of production was the Industrial 
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Relations Committee, which was provided for in the collective agreements. 
The agreements entitled workers to appoint one or more “grievance men” and 
an Industrial Relations Committee that had access to department foremen, 
plant superintendents, and the general plant management on a monthly basis. 
This shows that the workers had a voice in the operations of the production 
and that they had the formal right to refer grievances and disputes to an 
impartial third party (an arbitration board) if they were not satisfied with the 
settlement offered by the representatives of the company. True, there is 
evidence to suggest that the ability of the Industrial Relations Committee to 
settle grievances was flawed, but this does not mean that it did not provide 
substantial utility to the employer in gaining knowledge of problems and 
bottlenecks in the production. The conclusion in this study, therefore, is that 
the conditions for a positive class compromise in the sphere of production was 
relatively advantageous and that, therefore, the conflict between the UGCW 
and the ASG, as well as the incentive for the UGCW to pursue an 
international strategy against the company, did not emanate from issues 
pertaining to the production of sheet glass. As this study has shown in a 
previous chapter (“Closing in on the Actors”), moreover, the UGCW 
leadership advocated a strategy that involved a friendly attitude toward and 
active participation in the introduction of modern technologies in sheet glass 
manufacturing in order to meet the threat of growing foreign competition. 
This indicates the common interests between labor and management in the 
sphere of production and is a tangible example of how the positive class 
compromise manifested itself. 

The tightness of the labor market in the sheet glass sector during the 
1960s, as seen from the perspective of the employers, was decreasing,  
reducing the utility for capital of strong labor associations. Whatever 
associational strength the flat glass workers could muster, moreover, it was of 
little use to the employers since wage increases had lost their ability to 
stimulate the demand of domestic products after the protective walls of tariffs 
had been torn down. Throughout most of the 1960s, reductions of trade 
barriers in the form of import duties were negotiated between the member 
countries of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. This largely 
affected the trade between the United States and Europe. According to 
Burton Bendiner, quotas and high tariffs had been one of the most important 
reasons for firms to expand abroad and establish production facilities in other 
countries. As the United States market became increasingly accessible to 
companies in other countries, the advantage for companies like Saint-Gobain, 
with its own production within the United States, was reduced. Products such 
as flat glass could now, with increasing profitability, be manufactured in 
Europe, particularly in the low-wage economies of Eastern Europe, and be 
shipped into the United States for sale. Given that Saint-Gobain, like many 
other multinational capitalist enterprises, was driven by profit and had the 
ability to recognize the new conditions that emerged under the GATT, the 
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parent company’s interest in the ASG most likely decreased during the course 
of the 1960s. This circumstance certainly supports the image of indifference 
on the part of the Saint-Gobain management concerning the welfare of the 
ASG conveyed by Northrup, Rowan, and Octave. Whatever the aggregate 
buying power for flat glass in the United States economy, an increasing share 
of that buying power went to foreign imports, moreover. United States sheet 
glass manufacturers lost a large share of their incentive to accept wage raises. 
In the United States in the 1960s, therefore, domestic production and 
consumption of sheet glass show a weak correspondence. Domestic 
consumption was substantially larger than domestic production, indicating 
that imported sheet glass accounted for a significant portion of the sheet glass 
consumed in the United States. The difference between United States 
consumption and production of sheet glass increased from 473 million pounds 
in 1964 to 622 in 1968, indicating that imports of sheet glass accounted for an 
increasing share of United States consumption.654 It is not clear, however, 
whether Saint-Gobain in Europe was a source of this import or from where, 
exactly, foreign flat glass came. According to the Erik Olin Wright theory, 
these circumstances are likely to have decreased, if not eradicated, the 
incentive for capitalists to pay workers high wages and accommodate labor 
demands. Since the United States flat glass consumers showed an increasing 
tendency to buy imported sheet glass, there was no guarantee that increased 
wages, and thereby increased demand, would have benefited the domestic 
producers—the workers-as-consumers might just as well have used their 
increased wages to consume foreign flat glass. Sheet glass manufacturers, such 
as the American Saint Gobain Corporation, were subject to strong 
competition from abroad and were not served by the associational strength of 
domestic labor, which would only have stressed their workforce budget and 
not contributed to their sales budget. Wage raises could do little to improve 
the demand for domestic products, since the increased wages risked being 
spent on foreign products instead. This would have induced employers to 
focus more on the cost side of sheet glass production and try to reduce wages, 
raw materials, and utilities. 

The correspondence between domestic consumption and production of 
plate and float glass, however, shows a high covariance, indicating stronger 
incentives for employers to embrace workers’ associational power and 
accommodate increased wages. According to the Wright theory, this would 
have given the employers incentives to offer workers high wages and adopt a 
cooperative approach to the collective problem of consumer demand in these 
branches of flat glass manufacturing. This may be the reason why the 
negotiations in the competitors LOF in 1968 and PPG in February 1969 did 
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not occasion transnational collective bargaining. Both of them were, as a 
matter of fact, mainly producing plate and float glass. 

The UGCW’s ability to control wages and working conditions in the flat 
glass industry, moreover, deteriorated. This was also the case in the ASG, 
since this company had two factories in a right-to-work state. The 
jurisdictional competition between various unions in the flat glass industry, 
moreover, was considerable. The UGCW did have some success in merging 
bargaining units in the flat glass industry, but this does not apply to the ASG 
where the sheet glass plants remained an individual bargaining unit 
throughout the 1960s. There were considerable challenges, therefore, to 
labor’s associational strength in the sphere of exchange.   

The capacity of the United States government to control the conditions for 
the domestic flat glass industry in the 1960s appeared small. Governments’ 
capacity to control their own economies in the 1960s was being increasingly 
undermined by mounting economic globalization. Tariffs were commonly 
used to provide remedy to domestic industries burdened by foreign 
competition. Even though the government and representatives of United 
States labor and industry endorsed such measures, others expressed doubts as 
to the effectiveness of these raises. The small or nonexistent effect of tariff 
adjustments on the performance and economic well-being of the United States 
flat glass industry in the 1960s give credibility to these doubts and suggest that 
the government could not influence or improve demand for domestically 
manufactured flat glass using traditional economic-political tools, at least not 
using import duties. Participating in the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT), moreover, the United States had lowered its tariffs on a large 
number of goods. In 1962, President Kennedy took advantage of an escape-
action clause with regard to import duties on flat glass, and tariffs on various 
flat glass products were increased in order to protect the domestic industry. 
Between 1967 and 1972, however, the original GATT tariff rates were 
successively restored. 

The United States labor movement in general, the glassworkers included, 
were very politically active and well organized throughout the 1960s. The 
political labor organization which received the greatest support from the 
United States flat glass workers was the Committee on Political Education 
(COPE), which was affiliated with the American Federation of Labor-
Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). Political activities 
supported by the flat glass workers were also conducted by the Stone, Glass & 
Clay Coordinating Committee and, to a smaller extent, by the United Glass 
and Ceramic Workers (UGCW) itself, but these organizations never 
measured up to COPE in political significance. 

COPE’s political influence was primarily exercised by endorsing political 
candidates and giving them financial and campaign support. On the other 
hand, some circumstances served to tarnish the political credibility of the labor 
movement, such as the Big Labor label, while others served to limit labor’s 
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ability to exercise its political influence, such as the labor laws which forced 
labor to allocate an increasing amount of its resources to administrative tasks.  

From the 1930s, the trade union movement in the United States nurtured 
a close and sympathetic relationship with the Democratic Party, and 
throughout the postwar period COPE regularly endorsed Democratic 
candidates in federal elections.  

Labor did also have a significant influence on the political leadership of the 
United States, not least on President Lyndon B. Johnson. For most of the 
1960s, the UGCW had the President’s attention in matters relating to job 
opportunities and occupational health. In January, 1969, however, the United 
States labor movement lost considerable influence on the political leadership 
of the nation when a Republican shouldered the presidency. 

Under the circumstances in the 1960s outlined above—decreased political 
influence of the working-class and a deteriorated capacity of the United States 
government to provide advantageous conditions for the domestic industry (due 
to increased international industrial competition and mobility of capital)—a 
politically well-organized and strong labor movement is unlikely to have 
offered capitalists and company managers any benefits with regard to the 
realization of their material interests. On the basis of this conclusion, it is also 
possible to explain which problems at the national level that made it difficult, 
perhaps impossible, for the UGCW to promote its members’ interests without 
acting internationally. We have seen that the conditions for a positive class 
compromise was relatively small in the spheres of exchange and politics and 
that the development in the 1960s also indicates that these conditions were to 
decline further. This means that it was the union’s small ability to control in 
particular wages, working conditions and employment and work for political 
redistributive measures and legislation promoting working-class interests 
nationally that motivated the union to employ international strategies.  
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5. STANDING UP TO A 
MULTINATIONAL GIANT—
GENERAL SUMMARY AND 
CONCLUSION  

The purpose of this study is to investigate and gain a substantial 
understanding of the international trade union offensive against the 
multinational flat glass manufacturer Compagnie de Saint-Gobain in 1969. 
The offensive took place in connection to a conscious mobilization against 
multinational corporations within the International Federation of Chemical 
and General Workers’ Unions (ICF), led by its secretary-general Charles 
Levinson, during the late 1960s and to a growing trend of similar international 
union offensives in the Western world in the 1970s. Both the particular 
conflict in question and the trend as a whole have been the subject of a 
controversy in both the trade union movement, academia, and journalism on 
the success and appropriateness of these offensives. Regardless of the differing 
views that have emerged with regard to the campaign in question, it has  
contributed considerably to the image of the 1960s and the 1970s as two 
important decades for trade union internationalism. The present study 
concerning the international trade union offensive against Saint-Gobain in 
1969 has the potential not only to make a contribution to the debate about its 
success but also to a historical understanding of the trend of international 
trade union offensives and some of the social consequences of economic 
globalization and internationalization of trade.  

The previous research has generally identified a prominent United States 
trade union interest and initiative behind the international trade union 
strategies and actions in the 1960s and 1970s. It is, above all, the United 
Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers of America 
(UAW) and its then leader Walter Reuther who stand in the foreground. An 
international standardization of wages and working conditions was launched 
as a response to the threat to American employment that this union 
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experienced in the automotive industry. The immediate reasons for the threat 
to employment are usually presumed to have been the first real slowdown of 
the strong postwar United States economy and the establishment of factories 
abroad by major United States companies. In addition to economic motives, 
American trade unions ventured to advance abroad a particular type of United 
States unionism, commonly referred to as “business unionism,” and in the 
context of the Cold War, limit the spread of communist trade unions 
internationally. What would eventually become the ”World Auto Councils,” 
Walter Reuther introduced and advocated in the early 1950s the idea of 
”subcouncils” in the world automotive industry, uniting autoworkers in large 
corporations worldwide. The overall goal of the World Auto Councils that 
developed out of this idea was to put pressure on the top managements of the 
multinational automobile manufacturers. The practical activities that these 
World Auto Councils came to engage in covered areas such as international 
exchanges of information on wages and working conditions, pressure on 
parent companies to act responsibly on foreign labor markets, international 
support to trade unions in conflict with a subsidiary to a multinational 
corporation and support for trade union organization drives in various 
countries. The previous research has also suggested that social, legal, and 
economic differences between countries prevented the World Councils to 
implement the international standardization of wages and working conditions. 
But regardless of the degree of success of these World Councils, the strategy 
as such fell on fertile ground beyond the metal and automotive industries. In 
particular, the ICF and the International Union of Food and Allied Workers 
Associations (IUF) picked up the thread from the UAW. A special affinity has 
been pointed out between these labor organizations based on a consensus on 
trade union internationalism. The previous research, moreover, has 
underscored, interestingly, that Charles Levinson served as vice secretary-
general of the International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) when Walter 
Reuther launched the idea of ”subcouncils” in the early 1950s, and was 
subsequently assigned with the responsibility of designing the concrete shape 
of these councils. Three major flaws, however, vitiate the previous research in 
this area. First, it has only marginally touched on developments outside of the 
automotive industry. Although it has been argued that the international trade 
secretariats for both factory workers and food workers were deeply committed 
to international trade union action in the multinational companies, very little 
actual research has been devoted to these domains outside the automotive 
industry. Second, it has not much to say about the vertical implementation of 
the action within the trade union movement, i.e. the integration of various 
union organizational levels in a single action. Third, finally, it has a rather 
one-sided focus on the possible success of these efforts in wages and working 
conditions. The organizational, ideological, and financial aspects have received 
comparatively little attention despite the fact that they have at least as great 
historical interest as the first aspect. 
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The international trade union action against Saint-Gobain in 1969, which 
contributed greatly to the image of the 1960s and 1970s as an important 
period for trade union internationalism, has been subjected to very little actual 
research. The research that has been conducted has also relied on a rather 
limited source material and, in some cases, been void of source criticism. 
Much of the interest in the campaign has been motivated by narrow economic 
considerations, taking into regard mainly the action’s implications for 
business. Estimates of the action’s success have differed significantly, 
moreover. Some have called it an unequivocal success—others a fatal failure. 
Some more general features in the previous research is, on the other hand, the 
emphasis on actors and the action’s great media exposure. That previous 
research has disregarded the vertical implementation of the action and its 
attachment to American trade union interests are also among the more general 
features.  

This study aims to attend to these deficiencies and investigates, therefore, 
the following questions: 

 
1. What was the outcome of the intenational and national trade union 

actions against Saint-Gobain in 1969 with regard to wages, working 
conditions and employment, particularly for the workers at the 
American Saint Gobain Corporation? 

2. How did the Saint-Gobain World Council operate? Why did it not 
develop into a more lasting institution?  

3. How was the American trade union locals integrated with the 
international coalition and the transnational action against Saint-
Gobain? Was the action implemented top-down or bottom-up? How 
was the action conceived at the various organizational levels?  

4. How did the American trade union deal with the choice between 
national protectionism and trade union internationalism? What role 
did Charles Levinson play in this regard, given his history within the 
IMF and as a developer of transnational strategies in the American 
automotive industry in the 1950s?  

5. What structural conditions in the United States flat glass industry 
contributed to the international action by the American trade union, 
and what larger context or contexts did the conflict take place within?  

 

Two basic theoretical assumptions form the basis for the study of this 
international trade union offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969. The first, 
taken from Erik Olin Wright, maintains that social conflicts can only be 
explained with regard both to the conflicting interests of the parties and to the 
opportunities they have in a practical sense to pursue those interests. A general 
assumption is that both the conflicting interests of the parties and the 
opportunities they have to pursue these interests can be understood from the 
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historical materialist class concept, refined by Erik Olin Wright’s theory of 
“class locations,” which has clear influences from Weberian thinking. The 
second more fundamental assumption argues that human action is determined 
in the interplay between agency and structure, and that a one-sided focus on 
either side is missing something important in explanatory power.  

To explore and explain an international trade union action, however, 
somewhat more developed theoretical tools are needed, and these are taken 
from four theories, all assuming that unions are rational actors. The first is 
sociologist Walter Korpi’s power difference model that claim that the 
relationship between overt conflicts and the strength of the trade union 
relative to the employer is curvilinear. Greater probability of conflict exists 
when the power difference between the parties is small and a small probability 
exists when it is large. Erik Olin Wright has, in his theory of the positive class 
compromise, modified Korpi’s model by arguing that economic globalization 
and increasing international competition alters the conditions for the class 
relation. Wright makes a distinction between three separate spheres in which 
class relations play out, moreover. These are the spheres of production, 
exchange, and politics. In the first sphere, economic globalization and 
increasing international competition is associated with a reduced likelihood of 
conflict and in the latter two with an increased likelihood of conflict. This has 
to do with the changing capacity of the workers’ associational power in the 
respective spheres to promote the employer’s material interests. This theory 
has been discussed to understand how economic globalization affects the class 
relations. The third theory is the historian John Logue’s notion that trade 
unions will only resort to international actions when the possibilities of 
working for the interests of their members are too small by national action. In 
conjunction with findings by sociologist Beverly Silver, implying that capital’s 
increased mobility can be construed as well-defined relocation processes from 
one geographical center of growth to another, it may be concluded that 
international trade union actions and collaborations are most likely when 
capital is in the middle of one such relocation process. After the trade unions 
in capital’s home country has weakened enough to no longer be able to give 
members any benefits, but before the trade unions in capital’s destination has 
had time to mobilize sufficient strength to defend the new workers’ interests 
there, international actions will be most likely. Since Silver has shown 
convincingly that the automobile industry was in the middle of a relocation 
process from the United States to Western Europe in the late 1960s, an 
assumption is that the automotive industry was of great importance to the 
conditions in the glass industry at this time and the international labor action 
against Saint-Gobain in 1969. Fourth, this study highlights the political 
scientists George Tsebelis and Peter Lange’s game theoretic strike theory, 
according to which the parties in the conflict have an opportunity to bluff in 
negotiations and thus to forge a more favorable distribution of the fruits of 
work. The ability to bluff is based largely on the larger or smaller margin of 



 237

error inherent in the parties’ assessments of each other’s strengths. Since this 
margin of error is likely to be particularly wide in multinational companies, 
unionized workers in these companies would have special opportunities to 
bluff.  

The study consists of three empirical blocks. The first is essentially about 
the conflict itself, i.e. its parties, origins, course of events, and aftermath. This 
first section is admittedly quite descriptive and aims in part to delineate and 
define the object under examination. But it also responds to specific questions, 
such as the action’s tangible outcome, the function and work of the World 
Council, the vertical implementation of the action in practice, etc. The study 
reported in this section is based on a variety of sources, both primary and 
secondary. The primary source material includes correspondence and annual 
reports from both the unions and the company. Among the secondary material 
is newspaper material from national, local, and trade union sources. There are 
also historical accounts, scientific papers and articles from industry magazines.  

The second empirical block is more analytical and concerns the parties in 
the conflict, or more specifically, their interests, values and longer-term 
objectives. As mentioned above, a fundamental point of departure in this study 
is that social conflicts are in part based on a conflict of interests. One of the 
most important ways to identify these conflicting interests, is to get acquainted 
to the actors’ own representations of their goals and objectives. Different 
narratives of the parties in the conflict, therefore, is another source material. In 
the case of the parent company, secondary sources have been studied 
extensively, but otherwise, primary sources have been used for the most part. 
This inconsistency is due largely to the language barrier and lack of preserved 
material from the parent company. (From the subsidiary, it has been easier to 
find source material.) When it comes to the trade union side, primary sources 
have been used almost exclusively. The union magazine of the American ICF 
affiliate, for instance, has been a great asset with its extensive production and 
contributions from both the union leadership and ordinary members.  

The third empirical block, also more analytical, is about the character of 
the class compromise in the American glass industry during the 1960s. 
Inspired by Erik Olin Wright, the investigation differentiates between the 
three different spheres that he sketches. This may be able to localize the 
structural foundation of the American union’s mobilization of power at both 
national and international level. Again, the primary source materials used are 
official statistics, annual reports and collective agreements. Secondary 
materials such as the American trade union’s membership magazine, and the 
United States Tariff Commission’s investigation of the domestic flat glass 
industry in the light of dismantled tariffs in the 1960s have also been studied. 

The investigation has disclosed that the international trade union offensive 
followed upon an aggressive take-over attempt of the multinational flat glass 
company Saint-Gobain by its French competitor Boussois-Souchon-Neuvesel, 
when the company’s management acknowledged higher profits than earlier. 
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The offensive also emanated from the coincidence of negotiations in four of 
the company’s subsidiaries in early 1969—in the United States, France, Italy 
and West Germany. The ICF convened a meeting in Geneva on March 29, 
1969, with trade union leaders from ten countries. The delegates reviewed 
information concerning Saint-Gobain in the various countries of its operations 
and reached an agreement about mutual support and cooperation in the 
negotiations with Saint-Gobain. The cooperation was widely recognized in 
the press as an unparalleled success for international trade unionism and a 
promising attempt by the trade union movement to counter the power of the 
multinational corporations.  

In the United States, negotiations concerning the new collective agreement 
broke down on March 15, 1969. After resumption of negotiations six weeks 
later, the parties had still not been able to come to terms and a strike was 
called. The strike lasted between May 2 (although it started prematurely in 
two plants) and May 25.  

The conflict in the United States, as in the other countries involved, 
concerned the renewal of the collective agreement. The offers and demands 
were initially very incompatible in the negotiations between the United Glass 
and Ceramic Workers of North America (UGCW) and American Saint 
Gobain Corporation (ASG). In short, the employer wanted to streamline the 
production operations and reduce the workforce, while the workers wanted 
improved job security and parity in wages with their colleagues in competing 
firms. The initial negotiations lasted for a week, but did not result in an 
agreement. Work continued on the old contract for another six weeks before 
negotiations were resumed.  

The trade unions that signed their contracts after the Saint-Gobain World 
Council had been established, i.e. the West German, Italian and United States 
trade unions (the French trade union signed its contract before the Saint-
Gobain World Council was established), particularly made progress in the 
area of job security. The American trade union managed to include severance 
pay in its new contract, which gave dismissed workers some degree of financial 
compensation depending on the length of their employment period. This was 
not part of the employer’s original offer. The downside to this success, 
however, was that it came at the price of a workforce reduction. The West 
German trade union was also clearly improving job security provisions, but it 
is unclear whether that is particularly significant in our case. The West 
German negotiations concerned, as Northrup and Rowan has pointed out, the 
West German glass industry as a whole and not only Saint-Gobain. It is 
unclear, moreover, if this provision was included in the original bid or if it was 
achieved during the negotiations.  

When it comes to wages, the success for the workers were more modest. 
The American union, which went out on strike, only managed to increase the 
employer’s original offer marginally. The West German trade union gained as 
much as 7.5 percent, but again, it has not been possible to tell the significance 
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of the World Council for this outcome due to the broad nature of West 
German bargaining.  

The purpose of the Saint-Gobain World Council can be said to have been 
divided into a short-term and a long-term purpose. The short term-purpose 
involved preventing the company from breaking a strike by moving or 
threatening to move production from its subsidiaries by whipsawing workers 
against each other. The long-term purpose involved countering the 
multinational corporations’ structural power in the broader sense. In this 
context, the Saint-Gobain World Council was part of the second stage of the 
ICF’s action program against multinational companies, which involved a 
centralization of the negotiation responsibility in the trade union movement 
and an elevation of negotiations to the level of the international headquarters 
in the multinational corporations. In connection to this, however, it is worth 
noting that the World Council in Saint-Gobain was actually not very involved 
in the practical negotiations in the United States subsidiary. The only record 
of involvement is the written expressions of sympathy from the ICF and the 
French, Italian, and West German colleagues. No evidence has been disclosed 
indicating that the affiliates of the Saint-Gobain World Council actually 
discussed their respective negotiations or particular details of them with each 
other. No financial assistance, moreover, was provided to the affiliate from the 
United States. It must be concluded, therefore, that a clear distance existed 
between the local and the international levels within the unionists’ camp. The 
simple answer to the question how the local union organization could be 
integrated with the international offensive is that it basically was not 
integrated. It is almost as if there were two parallel conflicts going on locally 
and internationally, where the worker parties on the different levels were 
cheering for each other but never really intervened in each other’s struggle. A 
more qualified answer, however, also emphasizes that the international union 
coalition and its media impact probably served to discourage the company 
from substantial production transfers in order to break a strike. It also notes 
that the United States affiliate was in little need of financial support due to a 
large strike budget of its own.  

The tasks of the World Council, at least nominally, were numerous. On a 
very concrete and short-term level, the World Council was supposed to 
coordinate the negotiations internationally. It was also supposed to approve 
the contract terms before any agreement was signed. (As it turns out, however, 
this particular point does not seem to have been fulfilled in practice.) The 
World Council’s mandate was also to distribute aid, including financial aid, to 
the striking unions in need of help. (The investigation has shown that at least 
the American union was far from being in need of financial help. The help 
that the American union needed was of another nature, in particular to 
prevent the company from breaking a strike by filling orders from foreign 
plants. There are also hints in the literature that the World Council’s actual 
expenditure on the offensive against Saint-Gobain was a mere pittance.) In a 
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more general perspective, the World Council also served as a forum for the 
agreement between unions in different countries—a trade union hub for joint 
action across national boundaries. For Levinson and the ICF, the World 
Council would also, of course, pave the way for the action program’s third 
phase, which involved the full participation in financial and strategic decisions 
in the multinational firms at the highest level. The fact that the World 
Councils were mere stepping stones toward the ultimate goal of the program 
can shed some light on the Saint-Gobain World Council’s brief existence. 
First of all, it was not intended to last forever, and second, it was perhaps not 
given the care and attention that was needed for it to develop in a more 
sustainable way.  

Organizationally, the World Councils consisted of representatives of all 
ICF affiliates who organized workers with the particular employer. Chairmen 
and Vice-Chairmen were elected from any of the largest affiliated unions. 
Finally, and this is also very significant, the ICF secretary-general, i.e. Charles 
Levinson, served as executive secretary of all World Councils established 
within the ICF. That, if nothing else, should help to explain why the World 
Councils did not become more permanent institutions. It is very unlikely that 
one individual could find the time and energy to be the executive secretary in 
all the World Councils established within the ICF. Perhaps Levinson’s 
greatest strength, in this sense, i.e. his devotion and enthusiasm, was also the 
World Councils’ chief weakness, namely that Levinson made himself 
indispensable.  

As noted above, the American UGCW locals were hardly integrated into 
the international offensive against Saint-Gobain. It is probably more correct to 
argue the reverse, i.e. that the international offensive was integrated with the 
local negotiations. It is also questionable to say that the offensive was 
implemented top-down in the union organizational structure. Nothing 
substantiates the conclusion that the World Council had any real influence 
over the negotiations conducted with the company in the various countries. 
The fact is that the offensive may be considered as two, perhaps three, parallel 
actions on the various organizational levels, all having their admittedly 
overlapping yet specific purposes. The local action in the American subsidiary 
appears to have been a struggle for equal pay with colleagues in competing 
United States companies and for increased job security in light of an increased 
uncertainty on the United States labor market. To the national leadership of 
the American union, the campaign primarily appears to have been a struggle 
to raise wages and working conditions abroad in order to raise the price of 
imports of foreign glass and secure the jobs in the United States flat glass 
industry. Until 1967, the UGCW leadership’s main strategy focused on 
promoting higher import duties on flat glass. But as of that year, when this 
leadership realized that the United States government was set on dismantling 
the high tariffs and promote international trade, raising the wages and 
improving the working conditions in the foreign flat glass industry became the 
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priority strategy. It had also been influenced by the United Autoworkers and 
other metal workers’ unions and their World Auto Councils.  

At the international level, the action was primarily part of an effort to 
balance the employers increasing structural advantage emanating from their 
“multinationalization.” The ICF’s secretary-general, Charles Levinson, 
intensively asserted his thesis that the multinationals in the 1960s increased in 
numbers and grew in size at a rate that represented a radical historical shift 
and that this trend placed fundamentally new demands on the unions’ 
activities. Levinson also had great influence with his analysis within the ICF. 
Both in 1967 and 1968, this international trade secretariat decided to focus its 
resources in this area. Beginning in 1969, specifically with the offensive 
against Saint-Gobain examined in this study, a long list of World Councils 
were formed in companies were the ICF had many members.  

The international trade union offensive against Saint-Gobain, therefore, 
was not only occasioned by the aggressive take-over attempt of Saint-Gobain 
in early 1969, which caused the revelation of higher Saint-Gobain profits than 
the company had acknowledged before, or the fact that the labor contracts in 
Saint-Gobain subsidiaries were being terminated almost simultaneously in 
four countries in the spring of 1969. The stage was undoubtedly set for an 
internationally coordinated offensive against the company in late March 1969. 
The empirical study shows that the ICF had prepared for an offensive against 
multinational companies for several years when the Saint-Gobain affair arose 
in 1969. Charles Levinson made an elaborate analysis of the growth of 
multinational companies and stated that the trade union movement urgently 
needed to reinvent the methods by which it defended and promoted the 
interest of its members. Essentially, it needed to consolidate internationally 
and reach the scope and size of its designated opponent: the multinational 
corporation. ICF had, as a consequence, adopted a number of resolutions 
intended to balance the power of the giant conglomerates. These included the 
establishment of committees for certain priority industries with responsibility 
to develop strategies appropriate for the respective industrial branches, 
technical assistance to affiliated trade unions in multinational corporations, 
negotiations directly with the corporate headquarters of the parent company, 
and research and documentation regarding the financial situation in certain 
multinational corporations. Saint-Gobain, moreover, had been identified by 
ICF as a top-priority target for multinational trade union action already in 
1968, since it went through a strong international expansion and acquired the 
ability to whipsaw national unions against each other, withhold financial 
information, and avoid taxation in the course of the 1950s and 1960s.  

We have also seen that the action against Saint-Gobain had an 
instrumental role at the international level in the battle for dominance that 
took place during the Cold War between the Western-oriented social 
democratic trade union movement and the communist trade union movement 
in Western Europe. In Saint-Gobain’s French and Italian factories, the 
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majority of the organized workers belonged to communist trade unions, and 
by demonstrating success in negotiations with this company, the ICF could 
potentially win over new members from the communist camp. 

With these different purposes and functions interwoven in the collective 
offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969, it is complicated to speak of a vertical 
implementation of the action. Possibly, such an implementation may have 
taken place to some extent between the national and international levels—
both the UGCW and the ICF adopted the same year (1968) resolutions on 
international trade union cooperation in the flat glass industry—but not 
between all three levels. The local action could have taken place without the 
international, but not the other way around. If you look at the potential 
vertical deployment in the case of the United States, it seems that the claims 
of a single, coherent action did not come from the rank and file glass workers 
but from the international level.  

When it comes to the question of how significant the fact was for the trade 
union offensive against Saint-Gobain in 1969 that Charles Levinson was 
secretary-general of the ICF, given his background in the International 
Metalworkers Federation (IMF) and the American CIO and his close contact 
with leading figures within the United Autoworkers, it is no doubt that it was 
very significant. Levinson’s analysis and his consistent contact with the United 
Autoworkers, a central driving force behind labor internationalism in the 
postwar period, suggest that he was very significant for the international 
offensive examined here. Levinson was the convener of both the World 
Council in Saint-Gobain and in another thirty companies. On the other hand, 
though, neither Levinson nor the World Council had any particular 
significance to the local strike which took place in the Saint-Gobain United 
States subsidiary. It is true that Levinson and some of the other affiliates of 
the World Council sent tokens of solidarity to the American workers during 
their strike. But there is no indication that the agreement Levinson 
contributed to between the various trade unions in the World Council had the 
role and function at the local level that the agreement stipulated. Nor did the 
tokens of solidarity have any significance beyond giving the striking 
Americans workers a bit more backbone.  

At the same time, the UGCW management, in particular its president 
Ralph Reiser, was a strong advocate for an international trade union 
cooperation and, from 1967, for a “World Glass Council.” It is actually in the 
UGCW’s member magazine that the term ”World Council” occurs the first 
time in the source material, namely in May 1967. And the source of 
inspiration is said to be the United Autoworkers, not Charles Levinson or the 
ICF. The United Autoworkers had, therefore, no doubt a great importance for 
the strategy implemented against Saint-Gobain in 1969, but this study 
indicates that this importance worked directly on the UGCW and not just 
through Charles Levinson and ICF. One should not, therefore, exaggerate 
Levinson’s importance to the action or, as John P. Windmuller does, claim 
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that the initiative toward the international trade union action in the ICF 
mainly came from the international trade secretariat itself. The American 
trade union was highly involved in the initiative. Charles Levinson is himself 
an exponent, moreover, of the influence of the fundamental significance that 
American trade union interests had for the international strategies in the trade 
union movement in the 1960s and 1970s. It is pertinent that a North 
American with close ties to the United States automobile workers was the 
secretary-general of an international trade secretariat founded by unskilled 
European factory workers in the beginning of the twentieth century. When 
Levinson came on board, moreover, the headquarters of the secretariat was 
transferred to Geneva, Switzerland, where the International Metalworkers’ 
Federation also resided. This transfer was certainly not accidental.  

It should also be emphasized, however, that the American trade union did 
not perceive the choice between national and international strategies as a 
dilemma. Charles Levinson and other trade union internationalists may have 
rejected national protectionism as an outdated and ineffective strategy, but 
within the UGCW the two strategies existed side by side. Just because the 
priority order reversed in 1967 and the international strategy came to be 
regarded as the most promising, neither the UGCW leadership nor the 
representatives of the local chapters ceased to argue for the importance of and 
work for a substantial tariff protection for the domestic flat glass industry. 
Indeed, the fact that the American affiliate of the Saint-Gobain World 
Council struck both nationally and participated in the international offensive 
simultaneously supports this conclusion. Part of the explanation is probably 
that the UGCW’s objectives remained the same, namely to promote the 
American flat glass workers’ wages and protect their interests. Since both 
strategies served these purposes, there was no conflict between them. When 
the UGCW leadership pleaded for international strategies in 1967, the main 
reason was that the national strategies were regarded inadequate, not 
misdirected. The international strategy was thus not primarily another strategy, 
but a stronger strategy toward the same goal. The fact that the United States 
workers engaged in both national and international action requires a comment 
in this context. Apparently, John Logue is too categorical when he argues that 
trade unions chose either national or international actions. The choice of one 
kind of action does not exclude the other. This does not, however, diminish 
the explanatory capacity of the theory with regard to international trade union 
actions: trade unions that are weakened on the national level are more likely to 
pursue international actions.   

One of the key theoretical points in this study is that human action in 
general, and trade union action in particular, is formed in the interaction 
between agency and structure. As Walter Korpi puts it, the mere will to 
achieve something is not enough, there must also be structural conditions and 
real power resources. The intentions of the actors in relation to the action (or 
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actions) against Saint-Gobain in 1969 have been addressed above, but how do 
we explain the structural conditions for the action? 

In accordance with John Logue, a basic assumption in this context is that 
international union strategies are implemented only when the national 
strategies have been exhausted and no longer has the ability to realize the 
collective interests and objectives. The point is that unions act in a calculated 
manner and make an assessment of the most rational action based on the 
given objectives. A task has therefore been to try to identify the main 
structural barriers to the national union activities in the American flat glass 
industry in 1969.  

In so doing, methodical inspiration has been taken from Erik Olin 
Wright’s theory of the positive class compromise and the three spheres of the 
class relation. The theory states, in short, that the relations and transactions 
between capitalists and workers must be understood with regard to the 
strategic context in which they exist. The central element in this context is the 
benefits for capitalists of the associational strength of workers. Contrary to the 
conventional view, Wright argues that the relation between workers’ 
associational strength and the material interests of workers is curvilinear; after 
a certain threshold, increasing working-class associational power begins to 
have a positive effect on capitalists’ interests. This positive effect provides the 
condition for a positive class compromise in which mutual cooperation can 
emerge. A reasonable assumption is that a negative class compromise, as 
opposed to a positive one, is a structural condition that particularly makes it 
difficult for unions to reach their goals only by national resources. In the 
sphere (or spheres) were the class compromise is negative or illusive, the 
likelihood of oppositional strategies, mobilization of power resources and 
international trade union offensives are great.  

The three spheres of the class relation, according to Wright, are the 
spheres of production, exchange, and politics. Although the associational 
strength of the window glass workers in the sphere of production can be 
questioned to some extent, and the labor process involved a far-reaching 
division of labor, the conclusion from this study is still that something of a 
positive class compromise may have existed in this sphere in the late 1960s. 
After all, a formal work organization existed—the Industrial Relations 
Committee—that had the potential to provide the employer, as well as the 
employees, with tangible benefits. The attitude of the UGCW leadership to 
contribute constructively to the technological renewal in flat glass manufacture 
in order to maintain the competitiveness of the United States flat glass 
industry is also a circumstance that implies that the conditions for active 
cooperation was substantial in the sphere of production. In combination with 
complex manufacturing techniques and increased competition in sheet glass 
production, it is unlikely that the sphere of production fueled such conflictual 
sentiments that could have led to the strike and international trade union 
offensive that took place in 1969. 



 245

On the other hand, this study has shown that the conditions for a positive 
class compromise was significantly worse in the spheres of exchange and 
politics. In the sphere of exchange, which primarily represents the labor 
market in this study, industry’s demand for labor in the general sense was high 
throughout the 1960s, and government statistics indicate that unemployment 
consistently remained below five percent throughout the decade, and that 
wages increased faster than productivity. The conditions in the glass industry, 
however, did not follow this general pattern. Official statistics indicate that 
employment was declining in this industry. At the same time, the link 
between domestic consumption and production weakened, thanks mainly to 
the United States government’s consistent dismantling of barriers to imports 
of flat glass during almost the entire postwar period. An increasing share of 
the United States purchasing power, therefore, went to window glass 
produced abroad, the majority of which may actually have been produced in 
communist Czechoslovakia. This eliminated a large part of the employers’ 
interest in accommodating wage increases in the United States, because these 
increases could no longer contribute to an increased demand for their products 
to the same extent. The unions were now only a burden; any strength that 
they might have had only restricted the right of domestic companies to control 
production and profits, but without this restriction in any way being 
compensated by increased demand. Since clear evidence exist of deficiencies in 
the workers’ associational strength in the labor market, such as the frequent 
internal strifes between various trade union bodies over the right to represent 
workers in the different plants and bargaining units and the relatively small 
sizes of the bargaining units, it is concluded that the conditions for a positive 
class compromise in this sphere were very small. 

These results are in line with previous research that has tied the American 
trade union internationalism at this time to the strong postwar economy’s first 
real slowdown. But the results also provide a clarification of these earlier 
findings. In particular, the dismantling of the active import barriers in the 
United States came to sweep away the conditions for a positive class 
compromise on the United States labor market in the window glass industry. 
This industrial sector was not protected by the same tight integration with 
another domestic industrial sector such as the one that existed between the 
plate glass industry and the automotive industry, and thus came to be extra 
hard beset by foreign competition, which was based on a several-fold lower 
wage level. The difficulties for the UGCW to meet the wage claims of its 
members increased the relative value of international action. By contributing 
to a stronger improvement of wages and working conditions in countries 
exporting glass to the United States, the competitiveness of the domestic 
window glass could be improved, they imagined. More specifically, the 
American union tried to restore the link between domestic purchasing power 
and demand for domestic products by making foreign imports more expensive. 
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In the sphere of politics, moreover, the United States government’s ability 
to create advantageous conditions for the domestic industry was weakened 
during the 1960s. The liberalization of international trade under the GATT, 
the emergence of new technologies in communications and transports that 
facilitated the international mobility of people, capital, and commodities, and 
the increasingly prominent multinational character of an increasing proportion 
of companies contributed to this development. Not only the United States, 
but all states that were interested in economic growth, was subjected to the 
rules of the new international economy and forced to adapt to the increasingly 
powerful multinational’s interests in order to maintain employment and tax 
revenues. The fact that the American labor movement had strong ties to the 
Democratic Party (but possibly not as strong ties as the labor movement had 
to the social democratic parties in West Europe) was of little significance. The 
ability of this symbiosis to do something for the national industry is 
questionable. In addition, this inability was sealed when the Democrats lost 
the power of government in the 1968 election to the Republican Party and 
President Richard Nixon.  

The United States labor movement was certainly well placed 
organizationally for a substantial associational strength in the sphere of 
politics, including the window glass workers, but it is unclear what this power 
actually amounted to. It is difficult to estimate because it was tightly regulated 
by labor laws (the Taft-Hartley law) and ran parallel with the conventional 
trade union activities. In addition, part of the American labor movement 
suffered from a severe crisis of legitimacy in the 1960s, which had to do with 
corruption and embezzlement of the members’ funded savings in some of the 
biggest trade unions. Its ability to exert political influence, therefore, was 
limited. But regardless of this deficiency, the basic conditions for a positive 
class compromise in the sphere of politics were lacking in 1969. The difficulty 
for the union to exert political influence, therefore, can also be assumed to be 
one of the structural conditions that contributed to the UGCW’s international 
activity. This aspect has not received much attention in the previous research, 
neither with regard to the case of Saint-Gobain nor to the case of United 
States trade union internationalism in other multinationals. 

Although the increased relative value of international operations provides a 
structural explanation of the UGCW’s international action in 1969, there are 
also circumstances that indicate that the trade unions’ power resources grew at 
precisely the international level. The introduction of this study discussed a 
theory developed by political scientists George Tsebelis and Peter Lange (but 
building on John Hicks’ thesis from 1968 maintaining that unions and 
employers do not strike or lockout if the two can assess each other’s strength 
accurately) claiming that bargaining can be compared with a game, for 
instance poker, where the game’s environment allows the parties to bluff and, 
if the bluff is successful, achieve better results in negotiations. According to 
Tsebelis and Lange, the ability to bluff rests directly on the fact that the 
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parties can only determine each others strength to a certain degree. There is 
always more or less room for errors in these assessments. An assumption that 
this thesis advances, is that the margin for errors in the assessment of labor’s 
associational strength is greater in multinational companies, since cohesion 
between workers in factories in different countries is harder to estimate for the 
employer than the cohesion between workers in one factory or factory 
department. Thus, unionized workers in multinational companies have a 
special power resource at hand that can make the employer insecure and force 
it to major concessions under situations of considerable pressure. The press 
conference on March 29, 1969, when the Saint-Gobain World Council was 
announced and Saint-Gobain was declared to be the target of an international 
trade union coalition, is probably quite telling in this context. Why did it take 
place? No press conference was required to implement an international trade 
union agreement. The public really did not need to know about it in order for 
it to apply. The unions also had their own internal channels for 
communication and information. One interpretation, therefore, is that the 
union coalition had an important function on the purely psychological level. 
Charles Levinson and the other representatives of a trade union 
internationalism wanted to create an impression among employers that the 
trade unions were very well-organized internationally and that the employers’ 
multinational base of plants did not offer them any advantage in negotiations. 
In this perspective, the international trade union coalition against Saint-
Gobain in 1969 would not have had any value unless it was communicated to 
the employer. Because employers generally refused to come to meetings with 
representatives of the international trade union movement, especially when 
Levinson was present, media was the only channel that worked for that type of 
communication.  

To consider negotiations as a game of poker in which the parties are able 
to bluff, therefore, is not wholly remote in this context. By sending out signals 
that the unions were strongly coordinated internationally, Levinson and the 
delegates of the union coalition raised the stake in the game. In the United 
States, were a strike erupted, the employer chose to probe the strength of the 
unionists—it “called” the union with poker terminology. In the Italian 
negotiations, were the company ultimately backed off on its own terms when 
the union announced a strike, it did not. Regardless of the real associational 
strength of the Saint-Gobain World Council and the Italian workers in 
particular, the coalition had thereby fulfilled its psychological function. The 
company chose not to “call” the union party again. As a researcher, you may 
regret the fact that the company did not “call” the union in West Europe, 
since that probably would have given us information about the coalition’s 
actual strength. The conclusion, nevertheless, is that the Saint-Gobain World 
Council utilized the power resource that Tsebelis and Lange has brought to 
our attention. 
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However, there is an important downside of this power resource that is 
also relevant in this context: it is consumed when it is challenged. Each time a 
bluff is revealed, the possibility to use it again decreases. The fact that the 
World Councils were relatively short-lived phenomena and ultimately failed to 
achieve much may depend on the fact that they largely relied on this particular 
power resource that accrued to the unions in the global economy and the 
multinational companies of the 1960s.  

At the same time, however, it must be concluded that the action was a 
success when it comes to creating a concrete international form of cooperation 
between trade unions in different countries, in creating publicity for the trade 
union work and union demands, and putting the issue of multinational 
corporations on the agenda. In this last regard, this thesis confirms the 
previous research. 



 249

6. APPENDIX 

Occupations by Departments in the ASG Window 
Glass Plants, 1964–1966 
Departments Occupation Titles 
Drawing Room Operator 

Assistant Operator 
Peeper 
Platform Man 
Cutoff Man 
Breaker 
Comb. Checker 
Checker 
Sheet Trucker 
Relief Man 
Sweeper 
Polariscope Man 
Utility Man 
Cellar Man 
Border Cutter 
Rackman 

Tank Tank Maintenance 
Furnace Tender 
Filler 
Skimmer 
Batch Mixer 

Producers-Boilers Gas-Prod. Operator 
Ash Man 
Telepher Operator 
Fireman 

Annealing Lehr Lehr Operator 
Lehr Helper 

Bending Oven Inspector 
Operator 
Helper 

Electric Shop Steam Elec. Eng. 
Elec.-Class A 
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Elec.-Class B-Shift 
Elec. Helper 
Oiler 
Armature Winder 
Elec.-Class B 

Instrument Instrumental Control Man 
Machine Shop Machinist 

Gen. Main. Millwt. I 
Gen. Main. Millwt. II 
Gen. Main. Millwt. III 
Shift Main. Mlwt. II 
Gen. Main. Helper 
Blacksmith Mlwt. II 
Blacksmith Helper 
Sheet Metal Mlwt. III 
Gen. Main. Weld. Mlwt. III 
Pipe Fitter Mlwt. III 
Plumber Mlwt. III 

Carpenter Shop Carpenter 
Carpenter “B” 
Carpenter Helper 

Box Shop Cross-Cut Sawyer 
5/4˝ & Heavier 
Cross-Cut Saw Reg. 
Rip Saw Helper 
Rip Sawyer 
Paper Sawyer 
Machine Nailer 
Hand Nailer 
Cleater 
Carton & Box Boy 
Brander 
Checker 
Lumberman 
Main Box Shop Mlwt. II 
Off Bearer 
Dist. Incentive 
Framer 
Sweeper 
Utility 
Big Forklift Hys. Oper. 

Warehouse Carloader 
Gatherer 
Stacker 
Shortchecker 
Comb. Checker 
Motorman 
Trucker-Mech. 
Trucker-Hand 
Strapper 
Checker-Whse. 
Multiple car & Pallet Blocker 
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Shipment Dispatcher 
Forklift Gasoline (3 ton) 
Night Checker 
Sweeper 

Packing & Cutting Room Packer-Single 
Packer Helper-Sgl. 
Packer-22 oz. 
Packer Helper-22 oz. 
Packer-Double 
Packer Helper-Dbl. 
Packer-Heavy 
Packer Helper-Hvy. 
Assembler 
Labeling-S.S. 
Labeling-D.S. 
Papering-S.S. 
Papering- D.S. 
Box Boy 
Carton Boy 
Paper Cutter 
Night Checker 
Cutting Rm. Trucker 
Snapper-Cutting Table 
Short Chaser 
Hand. Stock Sheets 
Shadowgraph-Check-Conveyor 
Cutting Rm. Labor 
Unpacked Gl. Checker 
Shadowgraph-Accmb. 
Elevator Man 
Utility Man 
Mech. Sweeper 
Chief Box Checker 
Box Boy-Checker 
Unpacked Breakage 
Sweeper Janitor 
Trucker Helper 

Labor-Watchmen, etc. Watchmen 
Material Unloader 
Chip Box Man 
Labor Crew 
Tractor Trailer 
Truck Driver 
Batch Unloader 
Cullet Crusher 
Storeroom Attendant 
Gas. Trac. Shovel Oper. 
Mech. Sweeper 
Payloader 

Clayhouse Clayhouse Finisher 
Clayhouse Moulder 
Clayhouse Helper 
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Miscellaneous Producer-Burn-Out 
Cement Finisher 
Air Hammer Oper. 
Cold Repair 
Painter 
Mortar Mixer 
Air Wench Oper. 

Grinding & Chipping Grinders 
Coaters 

Incentive Time Study Steward 

Source: “Agreement Between United Glass and Ceramic Workers of North America AFL-

CIO, CLC and the American-St. Gobain Corporation for Arnold Local 17, Jeannette 

Local 21, Okmulgee Local 10, Effective March 15, 1964 to March 15, 1966,” pp. 76–85. 
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