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Abstract: Social Corporatism as a theoretical concept provides us with a set of ideas and general propositions that 

illuminate our way of thinking about organized interests and their relation to the state. According to the most 

prominent representatives of the corporatist theory the key social interactions lie within and between large 

organizations and in order to grasp the essence of power we need to be concerned with the nature of socio- 

economic functions hidden in the world of the complex industrialized countries of today. The aim of this paper is to 

draw attention to the utility and importance of the concept of social corporatism for the improvement of 

relations among the industrial interest groups and the state in an effort from the latter to select and implement 

certain policies that would work for the benefit of the people and to work for the improvement of their lives. 

The Greek case is presented as an attempt to delineate the outlines of a transformation from an authoritative 

form of state-corporatism into a milder type of social corporatism. A brief historic reference is made to the key 

features that were mainly responsible for the prevalence of an above-directed attempt to manipulate the 

conduct of industrial relations in Greece. Certain significant factors such as the underdevelopment of the 

economy and the small size of industry along with the gigantic growth of the tertiary sector built upon 

clientelistic dealings between a corrupt state and a flimsy civil society are described. It should be acknowledged 

though that since the 1990s a transformation towards a more liberal version of social corporatism took place 

which allowed for a more open expression of the groups demands and established a broader consensus among 

the partners of the tripartite alliance. However, the conclusion that I draw is far from optimistic as it becomes 

evident nowadays that much more needs to be done in order to reach a more democratic form of collaboration 

in vital decisions and remove all remnants of suspicion and hostility from the political landscape. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------------------- 

 

I. Introduction 

Corporatism carved out a prominent place for itself as an alternative viewpoint to the almost 

undisputed by then tenets of the pluralist school of thought. It gradually established its reputation throughout 

the western world within the existing conceptual terrain and achieved higher recognition with its consistent 

emphasis on the harsh reality which could no longer be reconciled with the image of healthy competition 

among diverse centers of power that pluralists had cultivated. In its place the luminaries of corporatism 

claimed that what could really be observed by an unbiased by-stander was an oligopolistic struggle for 

supremacy by a few strongly entrenched groups impermeable to outsiders. [see P1] In their collusion with the 

state actors they strived for certain common goals such as the effective regulation of the economy and the 

peaceful maintenance of stability, ensuring conditions of sustainable development for the majority of the 

population. 

 

II. The Development of the Concept 

The current presentation confines its attention to the issue of Corporatism in its various guises and its 

significance for the effective governing of society. Initially I devote my energy to the delineation of the general 

context and the circumstances that led to its early emergence. It becomes clear that it traced its historic roots 
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in the post-medieval era where the existing estates forged tight links among their members as an answer to 

the rising tide of mercantilism and its values which posed a threat to the cohesion of the social fabric. It 

provided a persuasive answer to the disruptive consequences of rampant industrialism by advancing a view of 

society as a harmonically integrated whole bound through cohesive links that arise from the Catholic spirit of 

assistance to the needy and avoidance of the worst excesses of speculation and usury. 

The state’s duty was intervention in order to disseminate the ethical principles of a moral mission to 

preserve the commands of God. Its advocates defended the preservation of private property of the means of 

production on the condition that it would contribute to the realization of vital communal targets such as 

assistance to the poor, improvement of the quality of industrial products and the establishment of more fair 

prices for the consumers. Those moral principles were accompanied by a castigation of liberalism and its 

concomitants as causing a disruption of the common bonds that tied people together in the past. At the apex 

of the industrial revolution the advent of Corporatism guaranteed the only moderate solution to the radical 

preaches of the fledgling Marxism that called for a violent overthrow of the status-quo. Instead ingenious 

ideologues as diverse as Rathenau and Othmar Spann didn’t mince words in arguing for the desirability of a 

harmonic co-existence of the civil society under the protective umbrella of a supervisory state with rational 

intentions that would avert the looming dangers of anarchy and chaos. [see P2] 

Unfortunately in the 1930s the term was abused since several authoritative regimes exploited the 

concept to justify their fascist usurpation of power and ruthless imposition of their oppressive rule. This kind of 

state corporatism aimed at the suppression of civil liberties and the stifling of any opposition through extensive 

resort to an overriding national interest. In countries like Germany, Spain, Portugal, Greece and Italy an all- 

pervasive state was set up trying to dominate the economy by setting aside human rights and violating all 

forms of democratic participation and citizens’ rights. The representatives of the groups had no other choice 

but to obey blindly to the wishes of a dictatorial central administration which consisted of a miscellaneous 

mixture of vain politicians who strived for the supremacy of their private greedy aspirations. However, in the 

post-World War II period we can observe a resurgence of interest towards more collaborative forms of social 

corporatism based on a new zeal to implement a revived political consensus which would avert a return to the 

tribulations of the pre-war economic disaster. 

An increasing number of Western democracies embraced the principles of full employment, free 

comprehensive education, consolidation of the welfare state and economic reconstruction in order to 

promote the general well-being of their nations. The revitalized labour movement that emerged victorious 

form the warfare took an active part in decision-making through the signing of social contracts and its dynamic 

involvement in the inauguration of tripartite agreements. The drawing up of National Plans had as its objective 

the smoothening out of the severity of economic downturns focusing on the allocation of social justice along 

with financial effectiveness. Pressure groups were allowed enough latitude of movement in order to determine 

such crucial issues as pensions, labour conditions, wage levels and medical insurance. Social corporatism 

rested on the principle of conferring a public status on industrial actors in exchange for their eagerness to take 

part in the drafting and adherence to centrally- directed initiatives and plans. Thus, decision-making was 

shared by large segments of the society which strived dynamically for the faithful fulfilment of common goals. 

In Sweden, Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium and Austria we witness a thriving establishment of 

coordinating institutions that abandoned the path of intransigence by fostering tripartite dialogue routines. 

Corporatism was mainly the outcome of a synthesis of certain aspects of pluralist and Marxist 

theoretical perspectives. It assesses the nature of interest groups and tries to conceive the logic that underlies 

their formation and evolution. Instead of depicting those as the aggregate of the members’ preferences or to 

be motivated by some objective class interest corporatists contend that the process of organization by itself is 

capable of shaping people’s interests. The key social relations lay within and between organizations rather 

than at the level of production. They distinguished functional or work-related interests from other kinds. 

Although they acknowledged the vital importance of political preferences they firmly believed that the essence 

of power relationships lay within the socio-economic functions of complex industrialized societies. A 

mobilization of bias involved in organizations was prevalent as they acquired more and more power through a 
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process of social closure whereby they attained the status of monopoly representative of a particular category 

of functional interest. The primary role of the associations didn’t involve just the making of demands on public 

authorities but they also performed a quasi-public role of regulating their members on behalf of the state. As a 

result, they possessed unequal economic and social attributes as certain groups were excluded from the 

implementation of public policy. However, corporatism has often succeeded in maintaining political stability 

and governability in liberal democracies by affording organized labor better material conditions and has often 

prevented the outbreak of conflicts. 

The case-study of Greece is set out within an historical context starting from the 1920s until 1990 where 

we can observe the predominance of arbitrary state-led corporatism when there was little room for movement 

for the voluntary associations. The nature of the existing Interest Groups was inadequate and flimsy and their 

activities were suppressed by an all-pervasive arbitrary state. The latter managed to infiltrate within the Trade 

Unions and appropriate their functions turning them into docile and weak puppets. Nevertheless, from the 

1990s onwards some drastic changes have taken place leading to some degree of liberalization in the 

relationship of the three partners and the assumption of more dynamic roles by the interest groups following 

the enactment of a more favorable legislation. A string of newly-formed institutions has promoted the 

establishment of a more tolerant attitude on the part of the state and the consolidation of policies of mutual 

understanding along with an increasing reluctance to intervene in the field of industrial relations. However, it 

is still early to adopt an enthusiastic stance considering the future of the dialogue among the various partners 

as it is in still its formative stage and hasn’t so far taken any firm roots. [see P3] 

 

III. Recent Vicissitudes and Transformations 

At the dusk of the 20
th

 century a resurgence of neo-liberal free-market choices was readily apparent in 

the biggest part of the Western world. Its emphasis was placed on labour market flexibility and a concomitant 

diminution of the significance of state- initiated interventionism. Deregulation became fashionable in all 

aspects of economic life and the need to safeguard people’s social rights was put aside as an undertaking of 

secondary importance. Thatcherite monetarism seemed to provide the only remedy for reducing fiscal deficits, 

stabilizing prices and encouraging new investment projects. Reaganite doctrines praised the values of individual, 

dynamic initiatives away from the restrictions imposed by a cumbersome state. Neo-corporatism was blamed 

for the ills of economic depression and the uninterrupted and unlimited development of the free-market was 

considered as beneficial in an effort to curb the excessive demands expressed by the Unions. 

However, we should point out that the rapid spread of social corporatism through time didn’t evolve in a 

smooth and unproblematic way. Certain deficiencies and shortcomings accompanied the establishment of the 

concept and the bold attempts to put it into effect. In some cases, it took an authoritarian outlook with the 

adoption of repressive measures especially in the period stretching between the two world wars. In fascist 

regimes it was transformed into what was dubbed state corporatism which was really an excuse for the 

consolidation of dictatorial governments. State corporatism’s hold on society was assured through violent 

means by an all-pervasive state apparatus which flagrantly violated existing civil liberties and usurped the 

reins power in an unscrupulous manner. All forms of protest by pressure groups were suppressed and the 

setting up of monopolistic organizations guided by the central authorities ensured that no-one else would be 

allowed to dictate its terms to the dominant regime. Policies of non-tolerance were implemented against any 

dissenting voice in countries like Germany, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Thankfully these attempts failed to last 

long and the outbreak of the Second World War brought most of them to an abrupt end. 

During the 1970s, it became evident that the looming economic crisis hampered the effort to channel 

the necessary funds towards bolstering the ailing western economies. As a result, the corporatist experiment 

seemed inadequate to provide breath to an ailing state which was everywhere in retreat. Private investors 

were reluctant to risk their money within a setting of economic uncertainty and in such dire circumstances 

they sought resort to free-market doctrines which preached the abolition of restrictions to the unencumbered 

flow of capital and the abolition of trade barriers so as to stimulate flexibility and avoid all sorts of rigid 

compromises. Trade Unions were depicted as evil by the neo-liberal administrations of Margaret Thatcher and 
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Ronald Reagan as they were identified with the stalemate that had ensued and were accused of arrogant 

disregard of the wishes of the people for not implementing a rational and realistic incomes policy. [see P4] 

Another criticism leveled against the neo-corporatist model emanated from the behavior of the trade 

unions leadership and the role it played in the formulation of economic planning. Specifically, myriads of 

complaints were expressed from the grass roots who were feeling isolated and alienated from the complacency 

and egoism shown by the top echelon representatives. The latter had often illegitimately adopted am 

preposterous stance, endorsing austerity measures without having the consent of factory workers who felt 

betrayed by them. In this way the gap that divided the two sides was deepened to an excessive degree and 

gradually it became unbridgeable driving a wedge in the innermost core of the labour movement. As far as the 

definition of the state is concerned a lot of ambiguity surrounds the concept and corporatist writers evince 

great ambivalence towards it. For some it consists of an above instigated (on the part of the state) response to 

the rising threat of mass radicalism in order to incorporate the majority of the population to the decision-

making procedure. Their active involvement would facilitate planning and a smoother implementation of key 

policies. For others corporatism involved mainly an economic undertaking which would subject to its supervision 

private initiatives promoting four primary goals: unity, order, nationalism and success. A divisive issue concerns 

whether the neo-corporatist debate is centered at the macro rather than at the meso or micro level. Does it 

extend its tentacles to various fields of political activity or is it particularly located in limited aspects of 

economic life and a restricted amount of geographical zones? There is also a remarkable neglect of rudimentary 

societal interests that fail to be represented in the corporatist purview due to their non-economic nature. For 

example, a diverse quantity of pressure groups like ecological organizations, feminists, consumer-oriented 

groups didn’t catch the eye of corporatist theoreticians who seemed more preoccupied with the activities and 

dealings of a few powerful economic interests including the Trade Unions and the employers’ organizations. 

Despite the irreducible plurality of weaknesses that pester the historical trajectory of the notion we 

should be lenient in our overall appraisal and come up with a more positive account of its contribution in our 

everyday reality. In a large variety of countries corporatism succeeded to build up a tremendous reputation as 

an antidote to the economic ills that afflicted the modern world. Interest groups, by infiltrating important 

fields of administration have proved their resilience and usefulness as reliable social partners on several, 

contending matters and under precarious circumstances. Consequently, the gigantic tide of neo-liberalism 

ebbs and normality is reinstated with the widespread realization that reaching a consensus and fostering 

collaboration and peaceful co-existence among all the actors involved in the decision-making process is a quid 

pro quo for the survival of the human kind. Nowadays we’re witnessing a revival of the institution of the state 

and a strengthening of its role revitalized with a new vigor that lacked in the previous laissez-faire era. 

 

IV. Concluding Remarks 

All in all, the attentive study of corporatism can offer us an incisive and penetrating tool to explore the 

available comparative theories that address issues of public administration. In addition, by utilizing the 

analytical concepts expounded by neo- corporatist scientists we can enrich out comprehension of complex 

conceptual perspectives and illuminate our awareness of the process of politics. We can enhance our 

perception of the distinct pathways that particular interests pursue in their efforts to articulate their demands 

and gain a deeper understanding of the formulation and the inner dynamics in the domain of industrial 

relations. As Schmitter has eloquently remarked, wherever tripartite agreements were successfully conducted 

the ensuing bottlenecks in production were eased off and the government of the day managed to reduce the 

risk coming from disaffected industrial partners treading a middle way which attenuated all intransigent 

attitudes. [see P5] Through the intense mobilization of the masses in the participation procedure the 

respective etatist institutions assumed a collective responsibility and flexibility in order to tackle a 

considerable body of demanding tasks. Commensurately, the social partners themselves strived willingly for the 

flourishing of the economy and the retention of industrial tranquility ascending into positions of recognized 

public status. 

At the dawn of the 21
st

 century the neo-conservative tide is gradually losing its momentum on many 
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fronts. Soon it became evident that the alienation of the masses from the process of decision-making could 

possibly lead to worldwide frustration. More and more political analysts and administrators have consistently 

realized that the Neo- corporatist model hasn’t lost its relevance and that co-operative relations and collective 

behavior can show the way to a successful exodus from the crisis. It appears today as a matter of near 

consensus that a reconstructed and more pragmatic form of mutual understanding of the distinct interests 

starting from the local level of the small firm and culminating at the top echelons of the public administration 

can hopefully save the day and revive the currently obsolete political landscape. A revived form of political 

collaboration has to take into account the vital needs of the social partners as their active participation will 

ensure the preservation of social peace along with democratic accountability to the government of the day. 
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