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In the aftermath of the 1974 democratic revolution, Portu-
gal witnessed a massive wave of worker occupations and
factory takeovers. Following this period of exponential
growth, industrial self-management entered a phase of
stagnation, eventually slipping into an unstoppable path of
decay. Drawing on historical institutional theory, this
paper explores the causes of this evolutionary trend. The
climate of political and economic uncertainty that fol-
lowed the military coup is conceptualized as a critical
juncture. For a relatively short period of time, long-estab-
lished institutional constraints on worker entrepreneurship
relaxed, opening a window of opportunity for the develop-
ment of a hitherto neglected form of organizing industrial
production. At such a crucial moment, however, the Por-
tuguese workers failed to form a political coalition with
the power to bring about essential legal and policy
reforms. In a rather hostile institutional environment,
some factories were returned to their former owners, while
others struggled to become economically self-sufficient
and eventually disappeared.

1 | INTRODUCTION

The last two centuries have witnessed the penetration of capitalist relations of production throughout
the world. The supremacy of capital over labor has become the natural state of things, for both entre-
preneurs and workers, in the vast majority of contemporary societies. At various points in history and
in different countries, however, workers have taken production into their own hands, organizing
themselves into economic and political movements that have challenged the “natural order” of
capitalism.

With few or no exceptions, such emancipatory undertakings have coincided with times of eco-
nomic and political distress. In some cases, the distress has been caused by a slowdown in capitalist
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production. Unable to sell their labor power to the capitalists, workers have resorted to self-
management as a coping strategy to avoid unemployment. The upsurges in worker co-operatives in
Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and Spain during the 1970s’ recession (CEC, 1987), as well as
the movements of “recovered factories” spurred by the failure of the 1990s’ neoliberal experiments in
Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay (Vieta & Ruggeri, 2009), are perhaps among the most emblematic
examples of this type of development. Other worker self-managed movements have instead emerged
in the context of a rupture with the capitalist mode of production. In some instances, the rupture has
been the result of a revolutionary process, while in others it has been driven from within the institu-
tionalized political system. The cases of Russia in the 1910s, Algeria in the 1960s, and Portugal in
the 1970s are examples of the former type of development (Bayat, 1991); those of Chile in the
1970s and Venezuela in the early 2000s are examples of the latter (Azzellini, 2011; Espinosa &
Zimbalist, 1978).

More often than not, and regardless of their origins, industrial self-management movements have
experienced two distinct evolutionary phases. The first has been typically characterized by a brief spurt
of exponential growth. Having completed this stage, self-management has generally followed one of
two possible developmental paths. Some movements have consolidated their institutional and economic
base, entering a phase of stability or slower growth. The aforementioned case of Argentina can be cited
as an example of this type of evolutionary trajectory (Ruggeri, 2015). Other self-management move-
ments have instead failed to achieve institutional recognition and economic sustainability, entering a
phase of more or less rapid decline that has eventually led to their complete disintegration.

The case of Portugal falls into this latter category. The military coup of April 25,1974, opened
a turbulent phase of political transition and economic uncertainty, which, among other radical
socioeconomic transformations, prompted a wave of worker occupations and takeovers across the
industrial sector. This sudden upsurge in industrial self-management, however, was followed by a
phase of stagnation, which would eventually turn into sharp decline.

This paper examines the causes of this evolutionary trend. The framework of analysis is built
upon the historical institutionalist notions of path dependence and critical juncture. Path dependence
is defined as a social process with a self-reinforcing dynamic such that “preceding steps in a particu-
lar direction induce further movement in the same direction” (Pierson, 2000, p. 252). This implies
that institutions — intended as social structures that provide a conduit to collective action — follow
an evolutionary trajectory that is difficult to reverse or redirect. The notion of critical juncture, on the
other hand, refers to exogenous shocks that can lead to a temporary (usually brief) relaxation of insti-
tutional constraints on collective action (Capoccia, 2015, 2016). As the constraining effects of institu-
tions weaken, social actors are provided with a window of opportunity for changing the course of an
institutional evolutionary path. Whether change happens or not ultimately depends on political
agency, that is, on the ability of those supporting change to impose their desired solution
(Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007).

On the basis of these insights, Portugal's revolutionary transition to democracy is conceptualized
as a “near-miss” critical juncture—the development of a robust industrial self-managed sector was
possible but narrowly failed to materialize, restoring an institutional setting that had been traditionally
unconducive to worker entrepreneurship.1 The analysis draws on primary sources collected through
archival research, as well as on information gathered from an exhaustive review of the existing litera-
ture. Because both primary and secondary sources are scattered and incomplete, quantitative data are
complemented by a critical examination of legal provisions and anecdotal evidence.2 This method
has of course its limitations, so the figures provided here are not meant to be taken as factual informa-
tion, but only as a reasonable approximation of the overall trend.
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The remainder of the article is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the set of contingent eco-
nomic and political factors that led to the configuration of the critical juncture. Section 3 analyzes the
nature and the outcomes of the political struggle that took place during the critical juncture period.
Section 4 focuses on the post-critical juncture phase, offering a brief overview of the evolution of
industrial self-management until the present day. The concluding remarks summarize the main contri-
butions of the study and outline future research directions.

2 | THE SUDDEN RISE OF INDUSTRIAL SELF-MANAGEMENT

For more than a century, self-managed industrial enterprises were relegated to the margins of the Por-
tuguese economy. Available evidence suggests that the first of such enterprises was established in
1858—nine years before the passing of the country's first law on co-operative societies (Costa Good-
olphim, 1889, p. 51). The early introduction of a legal framework regulating and promoting the oper-
ation of co-operatives, however, did not seem to have encouraged the growth of the sector. Official
statistics indicate the existence of 7 industrial worker co-operatives in 1875, 10 in 1883, and again 7
in 1889 (Costa Goodolphim, 1889, p. 50; INE, 1877, pp. 388–389; MOPCI, 1883). Even though we
still lack a proper historiography of self-management in 19th century Portugal, anecdotal evidence
suggests that most co-operatives went quickly out of business because of shortages of capital and
inadequate organization (Gonçalves, 1905, p. 76; Lima, 1905, pp. 718–719).

Premature economic failure, in turn, seems to have undermined the legitimacy of their organiza-
tional model, discouraging the pursuit of similar undertakings.3 According to the few available sources,
in 1929 Portugal counted only 31 industrial co-operatives (Tamagnini Barbosa, 1930, p. 218). With the
rise of the authoritarian Estado Novo, in the 1930s, the establishment of a strict control over the work-
ing class left little room for collective entrepreneurship, and worker self-management became even
rarer. By April 1974, when the regime was finally toppled, the number of industrial co-operatives had
dwindled to just 15 (INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT, 1984, p. 50.)

The 1974 revolution offered a unique opportunity for breaking this century-long path of stag-
nation. The introduction of the principle of trade union freedom, together with the government's
decision to raise the minimum wage, rapidly undermined the comparative advantages of an
industry that had been traditionally dependent on cheap labor (Maxwell, 1995). The end of the
country's colonial presence in Africa, on the other hand, interrupted the flow of raw materials
and prompted the return of hundreds of thousands of Portuguese settlers (the so-called retorna-
dos), who put additional pressure to an already strained job market. In a context of extraordinary
political uncertainty, the increasing unemployment rate, the falling demand, and the rising costs
of production mutually reinforced their effects, triggering a vicious circle of reduced investment
and economic decline.4 These developments, combined with the relaxation of the rule of law and
the restoration of civil liberties that followed the coup, sparked off an unprecedented wave of
worker demonstrations and set the stage for a movement of factory takeovers.

For purposes of discussion, the intertwined and overlapping series of events that led to the
emergence of the self-management movement can be analytically divided into four stages. The
first stage involved a wave of spontaneous and decentralized protests and strikes aimed at achiev-
ing improved working conditions, such as higher wages, shorter work weeks, and paid vacations
(Patriarca 1998, pp. 139–140). Following the example set by the employees of the country's larg-
est manufacturing companies, tens of thousands of workers from small- and medium-sized facto-
ries gathered in shop-floor assemblies and established democratically elected workers' councils
in order to organize and articulate their interests (Robinson, 1990, 2011).
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The second stage was characterized by the partial politicization of the workers' struggle. Some of
the newly established workers' councils rapidly fell under the influence of a wide variety of small and
differently oriented far-left political forces, which advocated for the overthrow of the capitalist order
and envisioned self-management as an instrument to achieve that goal.

The third stage was marked by the rapid deterioration of the economic situation and the emer-
gence of a series of economically driven factory takeovers. A few months into the revolutionary pro-
cess, the mounting economic crisis, marred by political and social turmoil, started to force hundreds
of the most vulnerable firms into failure, compromised the viability of many others, and eroded the
confidence of the most skeptic entrepreneurs. As some owners began to strip assets and abandon their
factories, many workers took production into their own hands to preserve their jobs (Maxwell, 1995).

The fourth and final stage of the process that led to the emergence of the Portuguese self-
management movement saw the involvement of the State in the affairs of the companies. Assuming
that factory owners were deliberately cutting down production in order to undermine the economic
basis of the revolution, in November 1974 the government enacted a decree law introducing the
notion of “economic sabotage,” which allowed State intervention in firms that were deliberately pro-
ducing below capacity or withdrawing capital.5 The prospects of State intervention, in turn, prompted
some workers to expel their bosses under the accusations of sabotage or ties with the deposed
regime—a behavior that not only contributed to an increase in the number of factory occupations but
also to a greater diversity in their underlying motivations.

2.1 | A movement of self-managed factories and construction co-operatives

The turbulent nature of the revolutionary process has hindered the production of reliable statistics,
thus rendering impossible an accurate assessment of the motivations and magnitude of the self-man-
agement movement. With this caveat in mind, Figure 1 provides a rough overview of the industrial
self-managed sector at the critical juncture (1974–1979). Data from two unrelated samples, reported
on Panel A, suggest that economic imperatives played a major role in the process that led to the fac-
tory occupations and takeovers. More often than not (57% and 65% of the cases, depending on the
sample), the workers had no option but to take control of a company that had gone bankrupt or that
had been abandoned by its former owner. In other cases, however, the workers expelled the owners
under allegations of “fraud,” “contract violation,” “managerial incompetence,” and “unlawful fir-
ings.” Because the veracity or falsehood of these accusations cannot be ascertained from the available
sources, the possibility that a minority of entrepreneurs may have been unfairly expelled from their
factories cannot be excluded.

Panel B of Figure 1, on the other hand, provides an approximate estimate of the size of the indus-
trial self-managed sector. Available statistics report a total of 923 self-managed ventures, which can
be grouped into three broad categories. The first include 453 manufacturing companies that were
taken over by their employees. Most of them were small- or medium-sized enterprises, located in the
industrial districts of Lisbon (31%) and Porto (26%), and active in low-technology, labor-intensive
sectors of the economy, such as metallurgy (23%), textiles (27%), and typography (13%). They were
controlled by informal collectives of workers (310) or by worker co-operatives (143), which in nei-
ther case held a legal title to the property (CIAPEA, 1980, pp. 256–258). The second category com-
prises 319 manufacturing co-operatives, listed by official sources as “probable worker takeovers” and
with a geographical and sectoral distribution that closely mirrors that of the ventures included in the
first group (CIAPEA, 1980, p. 256).6 Finally, the third category includes 151 construction coopera-
tives, mostly established from scratch by unemployed workers, demobilized soldiers, and retornados
fleeing from the overseas colonies (INSCOOP, 1980, p. 50; INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT, 1984, pp. 6–7;
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Mesa Redonda, 1979, p. 3).7 Unlike the self-managed undertakings in the manufacturing sector, these
construction co-operatives were more common in districts suffering from high unemployment rates,
and therefore more widely spread across the country (INSCOOP 1980, p. 50).

3 | THE POLITICS OF SELF-MANAGEMENT AT THE CRITICAL
JUNCTURE

At first glance, conditions for the consolidation of a strong and vibrant worker self-managed sec-
tor seemed ideal. A few months into the revolutionary process, self-management and other forms
of worker participation in factory-level decision-making rose to a prominent place in the political
debate. In an environment dominated by a socialist narrative, right-wing parties qualified their
adhesion to economic liberalism, proposing reforms tending to a greater participation of workers
in the management and in the profits of companies (Antunes, Manuel, Amorim, Cascais, & Bacal-
hau, 1975, p. 77; CDS, 1975, pp. 21–22). The revolutionary rhetoric also shaped the contours of
the 1976 Constitution, purportedly placing Portugal in a phase of transition to socialism
(Maxwell, 1995, pp. 157–167). Within this context, self-managed organizations were recognized
as fundamental constituents of the socialized ownership of the means of production (arts. 80, 89,
and 90), and the State committed itself to stimulate and support their activities by providing fiscal
and financial benefits, as well as preferential terms and conditions for obtaining credit and techni-
cal assistance (art. 84).

FIGURE 1 Industrial self-management at the critical juncture, 1974–1979
Notes: (a) Data from a survey of all transformed firms existing in 1976; (b) Data from a survey of 37 worker co-operatives;
(c) Other reasons include “fraud”, “contract violation”, “managerial incompetence”, “unlawful firings”, “occupations”, and
“unspecified”.
Sources: Own elaboration based on Bermeo (1983, p. 187); INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT (1984, pp. 49-50); CIAPEA (1980,
pp. 256-258)
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A closer look at the political dynamics of this period, however, reveals a less promising picture.
To better understand the politics of self-management during the critical juncture, one must first bear
in mind the two distinct phases that characterized Portugal's transition to democracy. The first phase,
roughly spanning from April 1974 to November 1975, was marked by a power struggle between
political forces supporting liberal democracy and market economy, and other parties promoting the
establishment of State socialism and a centrally planned economy. The second phase, which approxi-
mately lasted from November 1975 to September 1982, saw the consolidation of a market-based lib-
eral democratic regime; it encompassed the sanction of the Constitution, the establishment of
democratic elections, and a constitutional revision that redefined the structures of political power and
toned down the socialist elements contained in the original text (Maxwell, 1989).

During the first phase of democratic transition, the workers' most likely and potentially useful allies—
left-wing actors with sufficient leverage to shape the development of economic institutions—were
absorbed in a much bigger struggle over the definition of a new political and economic order. The Portu-
guese Communist Party (PCP), together with a radicalized sector of the Armed Forces Movement
(MFA)—the group of low-ranked military officers that masterminded the coup8—promoted a transition
toward State socialism, with an emphasis on the nationalization of the means of production and the cen-
tralization of political power. Though they did not turn their backs on the workers, their assistance was
provided on a case-by-case basis and limited to small- and medium-sized factories that were not deemed
suitable for nationalization (CAC, 1976, pp. 9, 12; Colectivo do Porto do Combate, 1975; Melo Antunes,
1975, pp. 104–106; MFA, 1975a, 1975b).

The Socialist Party (PS), on the other hand, supported a transition to a pluralist democracy based on
a social market economy, which did not exclude the participation of investor-owned companies. Taken
up by the struggle against the forces advocating for a centralized planned economy, the PS initially rele-
gated the promotion of worker self-management to the background. Once the specter of State socialism
was gone, the PS came to power and the imperatives of macroeconomic stability began to dictate the
content of the party's political agenda. Buffeted by a mounting external deficit, in 1977 the socialist-
headed government of Mário Soares signed an agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
waving circumstantial alliances with the Social Democratic Party (PSD)9 and the Democratic and
Social Center (CDS)—two right-wing parties which by that time had become overtly unsympathetic to
the cause of workers.10

3.1 | The weakness of workers' representative structures

The lack of support from potential political allies was matched by the workers' inability to mobilize
resources and build institutions capable of articulating and representing their interests.11 Apart from a
few short-lived organizations that were closely tied to the main left-wing political forces,12 the phase
of democratic transition saw the establishment of only one sectoral representative body — the Feder-
ation of Producer Co-operatives (FCP). Founded in June 1974 by the enthusiastic leaders of a handful
of small pre-existent co-operatives, FCP encouraged informal worker collectives to establish their
own co-operatives and to organize themselves into regional and sector-specific networks of collabo-
ration (FCP, 1975). Hoping that the organized labor movement would naturally assume the represen-
tation of the industrial self-managed enterprises, the federation distanced itself from political debates
and urged its affiliates to take a similar stance (FCP, 1977).

The labor unions, however, were entangled in the same struggle that absorbed the attention of the
political parties, and thus never undertook the responsibility of representing the self-managed sector
vis-à-vis the government.13 With more developed structures and greater capacity for action and mobi-
lization, the unions aligned with the PCP committed themselves to the establishment of State
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socialism. In line with this goal, they sought to co-opt self-organized worker councils, supported the
nationalization of the largest companies, and advocated for the so-called unicidade sindical—a prin-
ciple according to which a single labor union federation (the PCP-dominated Intersindical) would
have the legal monopoly to represent all Portuguese workers.14 With a much smaller support base,
the unions that were under the influence of the PS and the PSD devoted the bulk of their efforts to
resisting the hegemonic project of the Intersindical.15 In the opinion of some scholars, this political
dispute has affected the Portuguese labor movement in an enduring way, introducing a political bias
in the unions' strategies and drawing their attention away from the promotion of industrial democracy
and other forms of organizing production and work (Lopes, 1991; Lopes & Reto, 1992; Stoler-
off, 2016).

3.2 | The institutional and policy outcomes

The workers' inability to mobilize the support of potential allies had two detrimental consequences
for the survival of their industrial endeavors. The first was that the government lacked the incentives
to comply with the constitutional mandate of providing critical funding and technical assistance. A
so-called Commission for the Support of Co-operatives (CAC), which operated between 1975 and
1976, and the António Sérgio Institute for the Co-operative Sector (INSCOOP), which replaced it,
were both understaffed, underfunded, and without sufficient authority to really have much enforce-
ment power (CAC, 1976, pp. 23, 158; CONFECOOP, 1987). The inadequacy of State support, in
turn, compromised the economic viability of the less efficient enterprises and was decisive for the
fate of FCP's ambitious project of sectoral integration, which was definitely abandoned in 1979.

A second and perhaps more serious consequence of the workers' political weakness was the pro-
longed uncertainty regarding the ownership rights of the ventures that were born out of a pre-existing
capitalist firm. For nearly four years, most of these factories went on working on the basis of so-called
“credentials”—informal ad hoc written statements issued by different organs of the civil and military
power, which authorized workers to operate with the company's bank accounts and/or to assume all of
the company's managerial tasks (CIAPEA, 1980, p. 115).

In general, the factories that did not even manage to obtain a credential only lasted for a few
months. Without any official support, the workers eventually negotiated their restitution to the origi-
nal owners, usually demanding guarantees against dismissal and improvements in the working condi-
tions. Those who did get a credential, on the other hand, were left with a provisional title, which
exposed them to lawsuits, discouraged long-term replacement investments, and fueled distrust among
lending institutions, suppliers, and customers (Baptista, 1983; CAC, 1976, pp. 181–183; CIAPEA,
1980, p. 122).16 To compound matters further, the precarious nature of their legal status gave rise to a
defamatory campaign run by a group of entrepreneurs gathered around an organization called National
Movement of Usurped Entrepreneurs (MNEU). From the pages of the right-wing press, the MNEU
released a series of denigratory statements, portraying workers as “thieves and saboteurs” who had
“kidnapped, beaten and subjected honest and flawless businessmen to fascist-style interrogations”
(MNEU, 1979). The campaign elicited solidarity from various sectors of the business community, lead-
ing to boycotts that further strained the already compromised viability of a large number of factories
(A luta na Duarte Feteira, 1975; Ferreira, 1976).

By January 1978, when the Parliament finally began discussing the guidelines and proce-
dures for settling the disputes over property rights, right-wing parties had already become an
influential force in government. Taking advantage of their increased political leverage, they
reshaped the content of a proposal presented by the PS, crafting a solution that was more con-
cerned with protecting the interests and property rights of the former owners than it was with

SPOGNARDI 595



providing stability to the operation of the self-managed endeavors.17 Based on the nature of the
events that led to the worker takeover, the new legislation—passed in June and registered in
October as law 68—distinguished between justified self-management (autogestão justificada),
unjustified self-management (autogestão injustificada), and flawed self-management (autoges-
tão viciada).18 The original owner could obtain the restitution of the company in the courts, if he
could prove that the workers had committed fraud or resorted to violence (flawed self-manage-
ment), or if he could demonstrate that given the specific circumstances in which he found him-
self, it was “reasonable” for him to abandon the establishment (unjustified self-management). To
make matters worse for the workers, the meaning of “reasonable” was not clearly defined, leav-
ing its interpretation open to the discretion of sitting judges who were often unsympathetic to
factory occupations and seizures of private properties.19

4 | SELF-MANAGEMENT IN THE POST-CRITICAL JUNCTURE PERIOD

It is difficult to quantify the impact of the above-discussed legal and policy setting on the emergent
self-management movement. With regard to construction co-operatives, the most reliable available data
since the 1974 revolution come from an official survey conducted in 1986 (INSCOOP, 1987).20

According to this source, only 30 of the 151 construction co-operatives established between 1974 and
1979 were still active by 1986. Scattered pieces of evidence suggest that a number of financial and pro-
ductive fragilities (particularly a heavy reliance on short-term borrowing, and higher production costs
than conventional firms) left the co-operatives ill-prepared to handle the downturn that hit the construc-
tion industry between the late 1970s and the early 1980s (Cooperativas de produção, 1984; Uniurba,
1984).21

To determine what happened to the self-managed factories that were born from the occupation of
investor-owned companies is even more problematic. Available data do not allow estimation of how
many of them were restored to their former owners (after being declared unjustified or flawed
self-managed initiatives by the courts) or how many disappeared because of economic and financial
difficulties.22 In view of these limitations, the only obtainable figure is the approximate number of self-
managed factories that survived into the mid-1980s.

To arrive at this number one must first consider the legal provisions laid down by the Parliament
in 1978, as well as the way they were implemented afterwards. From this information, it is possible
to identify a necessary condition for the survival of the self-managed factories: in order to keep in
business, the workers had to acquire the ownership of the means of production and incorporate their
company under one of the various available legal entities.23 Anecdotal information, in turn, suggests
that only a handful of these surviving factories chose to be incorporated as for profit-businesses
(Salazar Leite, 1986, p. 3). In the vast majority of cases, the workers opted for the figure of the “coop-
erativa de produção operária” (worker production co-operative)—a type of worker co-operative specif-
ically devoted to the production and processing of industrial goods, and/or to the extraction of natural
resources (CCEA, 1982, pp. 25–26).24

Turning the attention to the evolution of the co-operative sector, it is therefore possible to infer
that most self-managed factories were either restored to their former owners or simply disappeared.
As suggested in Figure 2, only 102 of the 462 manufacturing co-operatives established between 1974
and 1979 were still operating in 1986.25 As also suggested in Figure 2, by 1986 the sector counted
another 25 more recently established worker co-operatives—some of which probably originated from
the regularization of the 310 informal worker collectives reported on Panel B of Figure 1.
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4.1 | Self-management after Portugal's accession to the EEC

Figure 3 provides an overview of the evolution of industrial self-management in Portugal since the
country's accession to the EEC in 1986. At that time, the Portuguese industrial sector counted 168
self-managed firms — 132 manufacturing co-operatives and 36 construction co-operatives, most of
which had been founded between 1974 and 1979 (Panel A). Three decades later, these numbers have
fallen to just 28 and 8, respectively.26 The majority of the existing manufacturing co-operatives (16
out of the 18 more recently established ventures) specialize in the covering of steering wheels in natu-
ral leather and have been founded under the auspices of multinational auto parts manufacturers
located in the industrial hub of Viana do Castelo, in Northern Portugal. Thus, even if they are run as
self-managed organizations, they can hardly be regarded as autonomous entrepreneurial undertakings
of the Portuguese workforce.27

The sluggish development of collective-worker entrepreneurship is reflected in the extremely low
birth rate of new industrial self-managed enterprises. As shown in the Panel B of Figure 3, the foun-
dation of worker co-operatives (in both the manufacturing and construction sectors) experienced a

FIGURE 2 The evolution of the 1970s’ takeovers until the year 1986: A tentative account
Notes: (a) Available data and anecdotal evidence indicate that only a tiny minority of self-managed factories were incorporated
as investor-owned companies; (b) Established as worker co-operatives between 1980 and 1986.
Sources: Own elaboration based on CCEA (1982), CIAPEA (1980), INSCOOP (1987), Law 66/78, Law 68/78, and Salazar
Leite (1986)
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sharp increase in the aftermath of the 1974 revolution, followed by a steep decline, particularly after
1977, and a further more gradual decrease after 1987. As also shown in Figure 3 (Panel B), both the
increase and the decline in the rate of creation of new ventures have been substantially steeper for
worker co-operatives than for the whole population of enterprises operating in the same industrial
sectors. Between 2001 and 2016 (the most recent period for which comparable statistics are avail-
able), the birth rate of construction and manufacturing enterprises has fluctuated between 6 and 10%
per year, while that of the worker co-operatives have been consistently below 2%. The absolute fig-
ures are even more telling: between 2004 and 2016 Portugal witnessed the creation of more than
15,000 new construction and manufacturing companies (INE, 2018), of which only 7 were worker
co-operatives (CASES, 2018; Ministério da Justiça, 2018).28

4.2 | The scarcity of specially designed resources

The disappointing development of industrial self-management, as depicted by Panels A and B of
Figure 3, can be largely explained in terms of resource scarcity. The issue is common to co-operatives in
many countries: because of their democratic, member-oriented nature, co-operatives usually require
resources that are qualitatively different from those that are readily available in environments dominated
by vertically-managed, business-oriented companies (Stryjan, 1989).

In the case of Portugal, the problem of resource scarcity was exacerbated by three additional
factors. One was related to the economic conditions under which the self-managed factories
emerged. Born out of companies that had benefited from decades of State protection and repressive

FIGURE 3 Industrial self-management after Portugal's accession to the EEC, 1986–2018
Notes: (a) Simple average of the birth rate of companies operating in the manufacturing and construction sector; (b) Birth rate
of the entire population of manufacturing and construction enterprises for the period 1982-2000 is unavailable.
Sources: Own elaboration based on CASES (2018), INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT (1984, p. 50), INSCOOP (1987, 1987-2007), INE
(1985, 2018), Ministério da Justiça (2018), Observatório Racius (2018), SICAE (2018)
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labor legislation, most Portuguese co-operatives started their operations with an unbalanced endow-
ment of tangible and intangible assets; they were critically undercapitalized and had a severe deficit
of technical skills.29 Another factor was the perpetuation of the institutional and policy setting laid
out during the critical juncture period. Through the 1980s, available assistance programs were few,
and mostly channeled through State agencies that did not take into account the special needs of the
self-managed organization (Mendes, 1988). The third factor was the weakness of the collaborative
ties established between the various co-operative subsectors, which undermined the ability of the
industrial self-managed ventures to exploit the opportunities and withstand the threats posed by the
process of European integration.

In 1982, a group of worker co-operatives promoted the foundation of the National Federation
of Producer Co-operatives (FINCOOP). Unlike its predecessor, the defunct FCP, FINCOOP ini-
tially relegated the goal economic integration to the background, concentrating the bulk of its
efforts on providing political representation, professional training, and various consultancy ser-
vices.30 In order to increase its political leverage and take advantage of economies of scale, it later
completed a de facto integration with the National Federation of Service Co-operatives (FECOOP-
SERV)31 Both organizations, in turn, took part in the foundation of the Confederation of Portu-
guese Co-operatives (CONFECOOP), which assumed the role of interlocutor between the
various branches of the nonagricultural co-operative movement and the State authorities. Still,
the fact that the more economically powerful agricultural co-operatives did not join CONFE-
COOP (they established their own apex body), undermined the confederation's political power,
and hampered its ability to exert any meaningful influence on public policy-making (Namorado,
1993a).

After Portugal's accession to the EEC, the shortcomings of the sector's established institutions
became evident. The little political leverage of FINCOOP/FECOOPSERV, as well as their inability to
mobilize economic resources from their own affiliates, left the extant co-operatives vulnerable to the
forces of an increasingly competitive market.32 The lack of credit lines suited to their special needs put
them in a disadvantaged position vis-à-vis their capitalist counterparts. Having easier access to bank
loans, the latter were more readily able to co-fund their participation in European programs for indus-
trial restructuring and upgrading. Cash-strained co-operatives, by contrast, remained largely marginal-
ized from EEC structural funds, and were thus forced to face the process of European integration with
an obsolete and inefficient productive structure (Cooperativas de produção, 1989).

4.3 | Eroded organizational legitimacy?

During the 1980s, the leadership of the Portuguese industrial self-managed sector was highly con-
cerned about the reputation of the co-operative model among the general public. The topic was the
subject of a workshop organized in Lisbon in March 1988 and appeared recurrently in bi-monthly
newsletter jointly issued by FINCOOP/FECOOPSERV (Modernizamos o modelo respeitando os
princípios, 1988). Anecdotal sources, on the other hand, point to factories hiding their self-managed
nature so as to not compromise their commercial relationships with suppliers and customers (Barreto,
1977, p. 710), as well as to public servants deliberately circumventing the implementation of support-
ive measures for the co-operative sector (CECES-FEUC, 1983, p. 55; Namorado, 1993a, p. 401;
Schwartz Silva, 1991, p. 67). On the whole, these scattered pieces of evidence suggest that the events
of the 1970s may have affected the legitimacy of the co-operative model.

The above hypothesis, in turn, points to another possible factor for the decline in industrial self-
management. According to organizational ecology theories, organizational legitimacy—intended as
“a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or
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appropriate"’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 574)—is directly correlated with organizational density and devel-
opment. The lack legitimacy has a negative effect on reproduction, reducing organizational density
and thus the availability of population-specific resources (Hannan & Carroll, 1992; Meyer & Rowan,
1977; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017). On the basis of these insights, it can be hypothesized that
the eroded legitimacy of the worker co-operative model has exacerbated the problem of resource
scarcity, further affecting the survival prospects of the remaining co-operatives and discouraging the
foundation of organizations with similar characteristics.

5 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

Drawing on historical institutional theory, this article has examined the evolution of industrial self-
management in Portugal over the last four decades. In the first part, Portugal's revolutionary transition
to democracy has been conceptualized as a critical juncture. For a brief period of time, the relaxation
of structural constraints on collective action created a window of opportunity for the development of
a hitherto neglected form of organizing industrial production. This conceptualization has two impor-
tant implications for the scholarly literature on self-management. On the one hand, it suggests that
political factors may be at least as important as economic factors in determining the success or failure
of the workers' industrial ventures. On the other hand, it suggests that countries or regions with no
tradition in worker self-management are not necessarily “condemned” to a small and sluggish indus-
trial self-managed sector. Worker self-management can emerge as a powerful force at any time, pro-
vided the suitable structural and political conditions are in place.

The second part of the article has focused on the politics of the critical juncture. The constellation
of actors and interests that shaped the political arena in the late 1970s was not conducive to the consoli-
dation of industrial self-management. The lack of powerful allies undermined the workers' political
influence, leading to the adoption of a legal and policy framework that was detrimental for the survival
and development of the nascent self-managed ventures.

By highlighting the key role of politics, this interpretation of the Portuguese case opens interesting
avenues for comparative research. A key question is whether the nature of the events that create a criti-
cal juncture—a downturn in economic activity, or a radical rupture with the capitalist mode of produc-
tion—affects the parameters of the political struggle, and thus the chances of self-management success.
In Argentina—perhaps the most recent successful example of worker self-management—factory occu-
pations were initially driven by an economic recession. The Argentine workers eventually developed a
political consciousness, but never questioned the legitimacy of the capitalist order (Ruggeri, 2015; Vieta,
2014). A plausible hypothesis is that this moderate political stance has mitigated the opposition of right-
wing forces to industrial self-management, giving Argentine recovered factories the chance to operate in a
relatively favorable institutional environment.

The last part of the study has looked at the long-term implications of the critical juncture
period. It has been shown that the events of the 1970s have not led to institutional change, but to
the restoration of a path-dependent institutional setting that is unconducive to self-management sur-
vival and reproduction. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that the political struggle that took place
at the critical juncture may have undermined the legitimacy of the self-managed organizational
model—a hypothesis is worth exploring in future research, by empirically assessing the way in
which self-management is perceived among the Portuguese workforce, as well as among a number
of relevant economic and political actors, such as the mainstream parties, the labor unions, the State
bureaucracy, and the business community.
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ENDNOTES
1The term “near-miss” refers to critical junctures in which a change is possible and feasible but is not achieved. For this topic,
see Capoccia (2015, pp. 165–166).
2The rise of self-management attracted the attention of scholars from different disciplines, giving rise to a small body of litera-
ture on the topic. Among these studies, there are a few contemporary accounts of the events (Bermeo, 1983; Carvalho Ferreira,
1985; Pereira Bastos, 1977; Santana, 1981), as well as a number of case studies of factory takeovers (Baptista, Kovács, & Lobo
Antunes, 1985; Barreto, 1977; Hammond, 1981; Patriarca, 1977; Pires, 1976; Santos, Lima, & Ferreira, 1976). This scholarly
interest rapidly waned with the sector's decline in the 1980s, leaving a number of important issues unaddressed. The handful of
articles published over the last 30 years have either limited the scope of the analysis to the political process that led to the for-
mation of workers' councils (Patriarca, 1998; Robinson, 1990, 2011; Varela, 2014) or have tangentially addressed the topic
while discussing other related phenomena (Hammond, 1988; Lopes, 1991; Lopes & Reto, 1992; Maxwell, 1995; Namorado,
1993a, 1993b).
3In 1889, for example, the acclaimed writer Antero de Quental—co-founder of the PS and pioneer in the promotion of worker
co-operatives—wrote that industrial worker co-operatives had “disastrously failed (…) even among the working classes
endowed with the most practical and moral sense and a disciplined spirit.” See the letter of Antero de Quental to Fernando
Leal, February 8, 1889, in Velloso (1896, p. 14).
4For a brief but accurate description of the economic crisis that followed the demise of the dictatorship, see Kayman (1987,
pp. 187–210).
5Decree law 660/74 of November 25, 1974.
6This second group of manufacturing co-operatives were mostly concentrated in Lisbon (35%) and Porto (12%), and predominantly
active in metallurgy (38%), textiles (15%), and typography (16%); see CIAPEA (1980, pp. 256–258).
7A few construction co-operatives were instead established as partnerships between the owner of a preexisting construction
company and his former employees (Salazar Leite, 1987, p. 3).
8Initially committed to a transition to a pluralist representative democracy, the MFA subsequently suffered internal divisions
and saw the emergence of a powerful faction, which forcefully endorsed a transition to State socialism. For a detailed discus-
sion on this issue, see Hammond (1988) and Maxwell (1989).
9The PSD was originally known as Popular Democratic Party (PPD).
10The initial pro-worker stance of the PSD and the CDS was promptly abandoned when the PCP and the most radical factions
of the MFA lost their grip on power (Carvalho Ferreira, 1985, p. 198).
11A handful of small far-left political parties supported the cause of the workers but lacked the power to influence political
decision-making (Carvalho Ferreira, 1985).
12The PS founded a Center for the Study and Support of Self-Managed Enterprises (CEAG), and the PCP encouraged the crea-
tion of a Provisional Secretariat of the Workers' Commissions of the Lisbon Industrial District, which was later transformed
into a Secretariat of Self-managed Enterprises and Co-operatives (CEAG, 1978). Marred by poor funding and internal divi-
sions, they never exerted a meaningful influence on the State authorities and eventually disappeared. Another organization
formed by workers' commissions which gravitated under the influence of far-left political forces—called Interempresas—
followed a similar fate (Robinson, 1990, 133–173).
13Experience from other countries indicates that the support of trade unions is key to the success of worker self-management.
For this, see Cornforth (1982) and Thornley (1983).
14The Decree laws 215-A/75, 215-B/75, and 215-C/75 of April 30, 1975 gave the Intersindical a legal monopoly to represent
all Portuguese workers.
15As the PCP's hold on power began to wane, Intersindical's representative monopoly was abolished (see Decree law 773/76 of
October 27, 1976). Two years later, a number of unions related to the PS and the PSD founded a second confederation, called
General Union of Workers (UGT).
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16In November 1976, the socialist-led government of Mário Soares enacted a decree meant to reinforce the legal protection
offered by the credentials. The norm, known as Suspensão de Acções (Suspension of Suits), forbade evictions for reasons
other than nonpayment of rent, suspended any repossession suits filed by former owners, and prevented the initiation of sim-
ilar actions until new legislation clarified and defined the legal status of the self-managed factories. A few months earlier,
however, a statutory order from the Ministry of Labor had excluded co-operatives from the credentialing process, which in
practice restricted the scope of the November decree to those self-managed factories that were controlled by informal worker
collectives (see Decree law 821 of November 12, 1976 and Statutory Order from the State Secretary of the Ministry of Labor
of February 24, 1976).
17See DAR, I, n. 44, 1978, pp. 1643–1647. The bill was finally approved with the support of the PS, the CDS, and the PSD,
and the opposition of the PCP (DAR, I, n. 89, 1978, p. 3342).
18Law 68 of October 16, 1978.
19The bias against the interests of the workers was subsequently confirmed by an ad hoc commission convened by the gov-
ernment to study “the problem of self-managed enterprises”. In a 377-pages report, published in 1980, the commission
recommended the restitution of the factories to their former owners (or, alternatively, their transformation into worker co-
operatives), and called for action to “prevent similar experiences of self-management from occurring in the future” (CIA-
PEA, 1980, pp. 322–323).
20Available statistics for the period 1980–1985 refer to registered co-operatives. Because liquidations were seldom reported,
these figures overestimate the actual size of the sector (Schwartz Silva, 1991).
21For a case study analysis of the economic and financial problems faced by construction co-operatives in the early 1980s, see
INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT (1984, pp. 35-37).
22The only available statistics illustrate the state of the sector as of November 1979. By that time, 34 self-managed factories
had been restored to their former owners (the courts were still examining 56 restitution claims); 12 had been closed by the
workers; and 8 had been declared bankrupt (CIAPEA, 1980, p. 254).
23Law 68/78 established a distinction between the right to manage the factory's assets (the so-called posse útil) and the right of
possession of those assets (the so-called nua-titularidade). Until the dispute between workers and former owners was settled,
the factories would continue operating under a provisional status (autogestão provisória), in which the posse útil would belong
to the workers and the nua-titularidade would be in the hands of the former owner. Once the court ruling was issued or a vol-
untary agreement between the parties was reached, the company would follow one of two possible paths: it would be returned
to its former owners or it would acquire a status of definitive self-management (autogestão definitiva). In factories entering into
definitive self-management, the worker collectives would keep the posse útil, while the nua-titularidade would be either
bought by the workers or held by the State. In the latter case, factory operations would be supervised by an ad hoc agency
called National Institute of Self-Managed Enterprises (INEA). The fact that the INEA—established by law 66/78 of October
14, 1978—never came into being, allows concluding that no self-managed endeavor achieved the definitive self-management
status (autogestão definitiva), in which ownership rights were split between the workers (posse útil) and the State (nua-
titularidade).
24See Decree law 454/80 of October 9, 1980 and Decree law 309/81 of November 16, 1981. The Decree law 454/80 also intro-
duced the figure of the “cooperativa de artesanato” (artisan co-operative), which encompasses small production units of arti-
sans and craftsmen (see Decree law 303/81 of November 12, 1981). Because the boundaries between artisan and industrial
production are sometimes blurred, it is possible that a few self-managed industrial ventures may have actually been incorpo-
rated as “artisan co-operatives.”
25Given that not all self-managed factories were incorporated as worker co-operatives, this number probably underestimates
the true figure.
26The reduction of the sector's size led to the dissolution of FINCOOP, which was officially liquidated in September 2009.
27See, for example, Almeida (2006).
28These figures include enterprises with five or more employees, coded in divisions 10 through 33 (manufacturing industry)
and 43 (specialized activities of construction) of the Portuguese Classification of Economic Activities (CAE Rev. 3).
29A 1979 study based on a sample of 229 worker co-operatives reported that most co-operative managers were under 35 years
of age (42%) and had only completed elementary schooling (72%); see INSCOOP-PNUD-OIT (1984, p. 25).
30After Portugal's accession to the EEC, FINCOOP's formative actions benefited from the funding of the European Social
Fund. Most programs were not sustained over time, however, thereby failing to address the co-operatives' pressing and contin-
ued need for capacity-building support; see “Programa Formação 86” (1986), “Formação 87” (1987), and “Projectos de forma-
ção 89” (1988).
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31A formal merger between FINCOOP and FECOOPSERV was prevented by a provision of the 1980 Co-operative Code
establishing that co-operative unions and federations had to be formed by firms belonging to the same economic branch; see
Decree law 454/80, Article 79, paragraph 1, and Article 82, paragraph 1.
32In 1984, FINCOOP fiercely criticized a trade union's proposal to create a co-operative bank (Azevedo, 1984). By the late
1980s, however, the federation had changed its stance, joining an international working group which pondered the possibility
of establishing a credit union and a mutual credit guarantee system (Seminário de financiamento, 1989)
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