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A substantial amount of research has already been published about industrial relations
and trade union politics at Ford after the Second World War. Developments in Britain have
received most attention, due to the particularly turbulent labour situation in the 1970s1i.  Much
less has been written on labour issues at Ford Germany2.

From a conceptual point of view all the authors share a basically “domestic”
perspective: Their interest is focused upon bargaining and strikes in the respective plants, and
the corresponding strategies of local management and labour, seen in the context of overall
political developments at national level, e.g. the crisis of the British car industry since the late
1960s. Somewhat less present, it seems, is the transnational dimension of the issue. To be
sure, references are frequently made to Ford’s global strategy and the corresponding
implications for labour relations. For instance, comparisons of work standards between
German and British plants, have been described as one of the most contentious issues between
management and shop stewards in Dagenham already in the 1960s3. On the other hand, plant
visits of Halewood shop stewards to Genk and Saarlouis in the early 1980s are seen as having
contributed to a more accommodating stance of labour in the British plants4. Huw Beynon, in
the second edition of “Working for Ford”, provides a rather detailed account of some of the
transnational issues involved in the late 1970s and early 1980s, e.g. the investment at
Bridgend and the “AJ” campaign by Ford of Europe5. However, no attempt has been made yet
to extend such a perspective in a systematic way to the whole post-war period. For this
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purpose, in turn, a proper conceptual framework seems to be required that allows approaching
different aspects of industrial relations from a transnational angle.

In the following such a conceptual framework will be outlined, and – by taking the example
of industrial action – it will be applied to a number of case studies at Ford Germany and
Britain.


