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In 1981 the~C8nacUan Unia1 of Public EDployees (COPE) staged a

. )str1ke in Ontario Hospitals. This dissertation is an exploratory case

study of the causes and effects of that strike. The dissertation

employs elenentsof the labour· process theory to evaluate the haSpital

\'«)rker1s action and in so doiO] provides an opportunity to contribute to

the on-going debate concerning this theory. The study is centred on the

hospitals of Greater Hamilton and Burlington Ontario. It assesses the

role of political environment, union structure and action, and gerxier in

creating am sustaining the condi tians for strike action in the public

sector.

The economic am political s1tuation leading to the strike is
(::

analyzed with a :v1ew to underst~ing hoW the fiscal crisis in canada
,

led to the str.ilce. Labour legislation arxi the fiscal policies of the

federal and provincial governments had an impact on hospitals and their

\'lUrkers. Labour legislation in the hospital sector destroyed collective

t:&rga1mng at a time when chEihges unpopular with the \'«)rkers were taking

place in the hospital. This en.cooraged the decision t~8trike.

The major!ty C?f hospital \'«)rlcers in 1981 were women. The

dissertation eJeplores, through interviews and archival data, a possible

link b&tween gender and the decision to strike. SaDe changes in the

organ!zatltm of hospi tal ~k brake an 1mportant care-givin:J link

betloeen wanen workers and patients.
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The repercussionS of the strike 1ncl~ c:harQ!S for the unicz:l, .

for \aDen, arxl the wider political .cansequences. such ~ the· tur.~

unde1'm:in1ng of the Hcspital ralxwu- D1!tutes Arbitratlon Act.

'Dle dissertaticm c::cncludes that the strike W!S caused by labour'
. ,

process' 'chaz;lges made by management faced with government coet ~tt1ng
" .

measures. These changes were (Bl"tlcularly upsetting to the majority of

w:n-kers l'iho were women. '!be illegality of the strike did not deter the

decision to strike because the go~ernment labour legislation had

destroyed the 'nonnal' bargaining process. Therefore workers telt that

there was no real choice rot to strike .

•
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!N'1'RODUcTION
.. ~:

I. Preamble

in 1981 the canadian Union of Public euployees (COPE) staged a

hospi tal strike in Ontario. In many ways this appeared to be an

excepticnal action. Starxiard ~tria1 relations models offer few

insigh~s in1;o the causes. of the conflict. Indeed, macro level

iooicators, such as ~loyment levels, pointed away fran strike action

(see Anderson ~981). Here was a WJrk place dominated by wcmen workers.

There was no right to strike in Ontario hospitals arrl many of the union

lecwjers did not support the action.

These cirC'UlDStances have caused many analysts to suggest the

strike was an aberration and too unique to provide.us with aIrf insights

or urxlerstandings. , As a result, this conflict has remained a mystery.

j", Several "pop.tlar" theories of the strike were constructed by

BaDe of the major participants. The Ontario Hospital Association (OHA)

states that. the strllc:e was en,;1neered by a calSplracy of union leaders.

'!be llhospital K>rkers were manipulated and stage managedII accord.1.DJ to

the OHA members.

'1be GoveI'l'JDeht plblicly attached responsibility to "individuals

seeking martyrdaDlt. According to this theory, 'union JDef1te1'S were IIswept

8N!IY1I and llmisled by union leadersll who did not serve the interests of

their members (~try 1981).

1
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senior utUoo negotiators and the <k1tario CUPEdistrict director

claimed that the strike occurred because of the maniPitaticn of a -.11

-, group of ,radicals and leftists - a "core of persorlS~1 llltlO '''Nmted to go

to war" and "change the system". '!'he Ontarl() DIstrict Staff Director,

Pat O'Keefe, was of the opin1oo that much of the naticmal office staff
I

am BaDe others "were not intere:;;ted in getting' a ccmtract, they \rImted

a revolution ...The Department of Organizatl00 8D1 Researdr stirred

things up". (O'Keefe Interview 1986)

These Ila;itator theories" have little explanatolY peltier six! they

divert attention a.HCrf fran failings in legislat:\on, general labour

relations" grad~ problems in the function.1n1 of hospitals in Ontario

'am problems in the un1on..

An ini tial investigation into the strike revealed that the

. change in the rchxror process in the hospi tals had an important role in

promoting the strike, parti~ul~rly for the women workers. This

dissertation wl11employ e~ts of ~ la~ process fraJnfiM:)rk to

evaluate the hospital w::>rkers' strike. In this way the case study

provides a tasis for an al temative way of loak1ng at the lang starding

debates arourxi the labour process.

In 1974 Braverman reopened this long neglected area of

"\

invest19ation am. controversy . In his labour and M:Jnopoly capital

(1974), he made an insightful atteDl't to study the chzInging nature of,
w::>rk aver the last 100 years. 'l11e ensuing debate over his CCXlClusians

has carried 00 well into the 1980s. "hUe Braveman has received JiIuch

well deserved praise, there has been a consistency and cogency' to the

criticisms. Scholars have identified three areas Dt weakness ..nere the

/
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relationship bebeen .labour process am resistance byN:»:'ke:rs has been

ignored by Braverman. These 1nclme: (1) the relat100ship of workers'

unic:ms to resistance and the lal:xJur· process, (2) the role of gerder

(c:cn1iticaed· b.l the relationship between heme an:i paid wOrkplace) an::l,

(3) the role of the state and the fiscal crisis. Critics have cailed

for empirical. studies to look at "these three areas of perceived

weakness. The 1981 strike provides an excellent owortunfty for looking

at these factors. The acUal is b.l definition an act of resistance and,
\

as we will see, allONJ us to look at 'the range of variables mentioned

aPove. These are variables that have been left out of both traditiooal

industrial relations and many modern laOOur process studies.

This dissertation will attempt to W'1I'aV'el the causes arxl effects

of this strike. It is an important s~ for three reasons. At the

concrete (or unique~l it explains the strike "'- a collective action
. .

that 1s relatively inexplicable to date. On the general (or abstract)

level it cantriJ:utes to the developnent of labour process theory and the

debates over the Braverman thesis. The study cc::a'1tribltes to. our

theoretical understanding of wanen and l'lm'k, wanen and uniCXlS, and the

l'Ole of the state in irrlustrial relaticms. The final importance of the

stUdy lies in the fact that it addresses a relative dearth of

intcmoatlon on public sector unions an:! p1bl1c sector ~kers. The

dissertatial examines the nature of plblic sector union structures am

the effect of collective action on t:b::lse p.1blic sector union structures.

It opens a wi1'ldcM on the nature of the work in the ~blic sector and on

the NJrlc:ers themselves.



tI . '!'he strike

At midnight, 3anuar'i 25th, 1981 ~. ontario hospital str1Jce

. began. Within 36 hours, more than 10,000 Nn'lcers from 50 of the 6&

hospitals, organized by the canadian lbion of Public lmpl0'J"e8 (CUP!),

were participating in the illegal strike. The strikers .included

, housekeepers, food handlers, nursing assistants, maintenance workers,

laboratory t~logists, orderlies and porters. In Ontario, hospital

w:;,rkers are denied the right to strike. Impwses in bargaining were

supposed to be passed to an arbitrator. 'lb1s procedure was set by the

HosPital Labour Disp.1tes Arbitration Act (HLDAA) of 1965. Doctors· may

strike, blt the non-professional service. worker cannot. The absence of

the se~ice worker would, according to the state, endanger public

health.

The strike was unusual in many ways. In the fall of 1980,

COPE's negotiators had signed a tentative 8gI-eement with the Ontario

Hospital Association (OHA).. This agreement was put to the membe1"S tor

ratification and the b:spital workers were encouraged to accept it.. . .-
Despi te this encouragement, the members voted 91_ to reject the

agreement. CUPE staff members who had negotiated the contract, an1 IIllInY

m1cXlle arxi uwer CUPE leaders, counselled agcrlnst strike action. '!be

govenment launched a publicity campa.1gn against the striJce and tried to ·,t

deter strike acticm through int1m1dation. '1bese actions int1m1dated

scme workers rot did not stop the strike.

'lbere had been 11ttle support for the a+.,...u"..-f~""

structures in the union. Consequently I there formal
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,o~tiCl1 far. it., This, meant ,that the strike' deperded 'prJ.ma.rily an
I

the determ1nat1CX1 of the rank' arid tile JDIIIIIbers. With virtually no,

formal. organization for the strike, the prav1nce-w1de action collapsed

after ten days. Th1B .cOllapse \eS precipitatecl Nlen hc&pital workers'in .
. .

Torcmto beriJan returning to work. In the aftermath of the strike both

~rnment and euployers took reprisals: 3,400 workers were suspended

sane for up to one ~; thirty-four people were fired outright; and,
"

three senior uniOQ leaders received jail sentences. '1he strike and its

consequences pron;rt:ed the canadian tmian of Public Employees (qJPE) to
\

enter a period of self examination that culminated in the production of

two reports on the causes of problems in the Wlion IS hospital

jurisdiction and collective bBrga1n.1~. 1be lcmg-term outcome of this

soul searching was an internal rfoI'ganization of ctJPE, 1nclud1~ the

formation of an intermediate body in the Q1tario District called the

Ontario COWlC!1 of Hasp! tal Unions (OCHU). 'Ihis council brought

together all 'the local unions of COPE in the hospi 1 sector.

Other significant by-products of the str1lce al Later

in 1981, the original tentative agIeement with ~lightl .improved wages

was 1qx:)sed by an.arbitrator. 'Ihis was the same agxeemeI1t that the rank

l!ni tile unionists had originally rejected. Since 1981 there have been

two rounds of negotiatians. The 1983 round ended in a negotiated

settlement that w:»rke1's claim is <:me of the best ever. '1he 1985-86

round hBd to go to arbitration as have the 1987 negotiations.
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III.- Labour Process &rid .the Debate "with~,
A. Niat is the Labour Process?

We can see fran the descriptic:m of the strike that it .1s an
~

action Ntlch is not easy to explain. It N!IS felt that the exploratia1

of labour process changes in the Work-place would be "uaeful in.
unravelling sane of the causal factors. an the me hand the labour

process approach is a dynamic' and useful procedure to develop

explanations for t:te str.ilc:e. On the other hand the strike provides, as

\Ie shall see, a ~rk for exploring mXl resolving debates within the
'/

labour process ~ch .1 teelf .

It was ~l Marx who introduced the ccmcept of labour process as

an element of analysis. In capital (Vol. 1) Marx notes that the labour

PI'OCeSS consists of II ••• first puopos.1ve activ.1ty, or labour .1tself:

secondly , its subject matter; ~ thirdly .1ts instruments ... In the

labour process therefore, manls activity ,With the help ot the

instruments of labour, brings about changes in., the subject matter of

lc¢our ... " (MarJL 1967: 170,173). '!'he subject matter is that which is

being worked on and the i~truments are "things "'*Uch the NJrlatr

interposes bebeen himself am the subject matter of his labour, and CO!

which serves as the conductor of his activity . II ( Ibid, 171) • These are

tools. and methods of work.

'1h1s is not all there is to the analysis of labour process.

Marx saw the labour process in the light ot his general notiCll8 ot huIIIln

nature arxl human needs.

-..
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''lblt happens 18 not JDel"ely that the NJiic:er br1ngs about
. a chIInge of form·1n natural objects; at the.same time,
in the nature that exists apart from hJ.~lf,he

realizes his 0ICl pnopose••• Ule less attractive he fims
the WX-K 1n itself, the less e:t::q;IeSual the method of
tm'k, the less he enjoys it as scaething l'ibich gives
~ to his bOdily and mental poNerS ••• tt

(Marx 1967,179>

-.0'

Por Marx, the labour process is the human activity of

production. It differs qualitatively fran the 1nst~lydriven work

of animals. The work of humans, carried. out in a labour process, is

~ive, conscious, and ~tual. In Marx's earlier writings, such

as the 1844 manuscripts, there is IIDre euphaSis an the human nature,

personal grarth, and the consciousness that takes place in the context

of work (Marx 1964,139). In later w:n-Ks, such as capital, Marx

concentrates on the structural determinants arx1 general pattems that

characterize the production processes. Even with this. eq>hasis <Xl

structure \e can see the continuing acknOwledgement of the interaction

bebem the evolving human beings and structural determinants. '1h1s

dissertation follOolS in the traiition of examining the labour~ in

its widest sense, examining the fourmtion of this process, \ttUch is the

activi ty of work, and the wider questioos involving attitudes and

consciousness .

As a labour process is established, people develop relations

within their M)I'k world. These relatians have three d1mensioos:

1.












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































